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Tutkielman aihe on erittäin ajankohtainen, koska opiskelijoiden kansainvälinen liikkuvuus on ollut
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Abstract

The aim of the study was to analyze international students’ typical paths to acculturation into the
student community by using the research question: What kind of paths international students use to
acculturate into the student community in Oklahoma State University and in the University of
Helsinki?

The study is current, because of the continuing increase of students’ mobility and importance of stu-
dents’ acculturation into a new culture and a student community in order to feel comfortable in a new
university. Earlier studies have proven that students’ sociocultural adjustment will foster psychologi-
cal adjustment in a new environment.

The research data has been collected by interviewing international students from University of Hel-
sinki and Oklahoma State University. The interviewees were 13 students from Europe, Asia, Africa
and South- America. The data has been analyzed by using qualitative content analysis. Based on the
analysis, the results have been divided into nine categories: prior arrival, orientation, housing, social
gatherings, behavior patterns, class, language, social support and failed tries to adapt.

Students focused on using assimilation and integration as acculturation strategies, based on Berry’s
four-fold model of acculturation. Students, who were planning to stay in the host country after
graduation, tried to acculturate by learning for example Finnish language skills. They were also
motivated to meet both international and local people. With time, students have started to create more
friendships with local students alongside with other international students.

Successful paths to acculturate had little different emphasis between these two universities. Biggest
difference is on the path of social gatherings; students from Oklahoma State University met many
new students through sports, and in University of Helsinki felt that parties were one of easiest places
to meet new people.
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1 Introduction

Students from all around the world more often choose to study abroad in some part of their

life; the popular continents are North America, Europe and Australia. Institute of Interna-

tional Education conveyed the survey of reasons to study abroad; about 78% of all the re-

spondents kept important its effect for future employment and opportunities. In a best-case

scenario, international students will form a global social network, which will prepare them

to work in global career with multinational people. International students have also a role

to enrich a whole university, by providing an international atmosphere to a campus. (Obst

& Forsner, referred 3.8.2014; Open Doors Report 2013, referred 3.8.2014.)

The aim of this study is to investigate international students’ paths in acculturation to the

student community both in the University of Helsinki, the UH in Finland and in Oklahoma

State University OSU, the campus in Stillwater in the United States. By the student com-

munity in this study, I mean the student population attending to the universities; I am inter-

ested in finding out what kind of paths students use when they are trying to acculturate in

totally new environment and culture.

I wanted to seek different paths international students use to acculturate, because I think

the information can give a lot to universities when they develop their international pro-

grams. This study can offer new paths for international students and make them realize that

they are not alone with their feelings and struggles. In this study, paths exemplify different

ways to acculturate into the student community. Paths describe acculturation continuity

and multiple chances to acculturate.  International students use parallel or scattered paths,

which are helping them to acculturate into a student community.  This study does not use

acculturation phases; paths are meant to describe temporal continuity.

According to Institution of International Education, 74.9% of prospective international stu-

dents prefer the United States as their  destination to study abroad; at  the same time, Fin-

land is not even on the same list (IIE- Institute of International Education 2011). It is quite
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clear that these two universities are from totally different contexts, which will give more

perspectives to this study.

There are seven interviewees from the University of Helsinki and six from Oklahoma State

University and each student has studied at least six month in the host country. The interna-

tional students come from all over the world with different backgrounds, also their lan-

guage skills varies. In both universities international students study in English, the big dif-

ference is that English is also spoken in general in the United States, where as in Finland

the spoken language is Finnish.

I have studied nine months at Oklahoma State University and I am studying at the moment

in the University of Helsinki, so both of the contexts are familiar to me. The interests for

the topic arouse after my exchange year and meeting the international students here in Hel-

sinki. Also globalization and international education are both very current topics and inter-

national experiences are highly valued at work. International education also offers a great

asset to network with people from other countries.

For finding the used paths, I set one research question: What kind of paths international

students use to acculturate into the student community in Oklahoma State University and

in the University of Helsinki? The analyzing method is qualitative content analysis, which

summarizes the paths that international students used and brought up in the interviews.

In the next chapters I present the theoretical framework including the descriptions of the

contexts of the University of Helsinki and Oklahoma State University. The methodology

part opens up this study and its implementation and analyzes with qualitative content anal-

ysis. Based on the analyses, the results are divided into the nine different paths, which are

summarized at the end of the results chapter. The discussion part combines the results of

this study with the theoretical framework and previous study from the same field. In the

conclusion part, I present some further research ideas and also some ideas how this study

could help the University of Helsinki and Oklahoma State University in developing their

international student programs in the future.
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2 International Students and Mobility

International students belong into a bigger group called sojourners, which includes also

expatriate workers, military personnel, tourists and international civil servants. All of them

will  return to their  home country after a certain period of time and after they fulfill  their

work in a host country. (Bochner 2006, 182.) International students are a group of students

who come to a host country from all around the world with a purpose of gaining interna-

tional experience and education. International students have an opportunity to conduct their

full academic degree or stay only couple of months abroad. (Bochner 2006, 183.) In this

study, I only concentrate on the two groups of international students and their paths to ac-

culturate into the new student communities. A student community in a university includes

all students regardless of nationality. Students use different kind of paths in order to accul-

turate into a student community; these paths can include active participation to activities,

support networks, shared housing option etc. Paths can be basically anything that leads

students to acculturation and be part of a new student community. Some paths are tied to

contexts and might not work in other contexts.

The adaptation and acculturation into a new culture depends on an environment and people

in a new culture. Even, if an international student is open for a new culture, a hostile envi-

ronment and people’s attitudes towards internationals have a huge part in the adaption pro-

cess. The adaptation is easier, if a student is participating and networking actively.

(Bochner 2006, 184.) Adaptation is connected to effective functioning, which means that it

is important to accept differences and adapt to them in order to be as effective as possible

in a new environment (Kim 2001).

Globalization is the broadest level where cultures and societies meet. Acculturation is the

level where groups and individuals interact with each other, but the concept of globaliza-

tion is much wider. Globalization occurs when societies influence each other, share ideas

and information and people move between countries; expatriates and immigration. Global-

ization is not interested in what happens between two countries, but more like in a network

of countries around the world. (Sam & Berry 2006, 20.) The concept of a global village re-
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fers to globalization and a movement between countries. In today’s world, it is more likely

to walk into foreigner neighbors; who does not share the same original native tongue and

values. (Barnlund 1998, 37.) Each person builds their own assumptive world, which they

share with others through communication. Communication in a global village happens

through the exchange of these individual’s assumptive worlds. (Barnlund 1998, 41.)

Because of globalization, societies have people from many cultural backgrounds and diver-

sity can be huge in some areas. This one diverse area is called plural society. Plural socie-

ties can be divided into mainstream society and multicultural society. In mainstream socie-

ty there is usually one major group and minor groups. A major group tries to dominate mi-

nor ones and make them unite with them. In multicultural society diversity is more of an

asset and cultural groups live together inside a society influencing and interacting one an-

other. (Berry 2006, 27-28.) A global village can be either a mainstream or multicultural so-

ciety. The aim is to pursue multicultural society where differences are mixed and seen as

an advance instead of thread to a society. (Barnlund 1998, 36.) International students are

one of the groups affecting in plural society, their role is just different than permanent resi-

dents’. International students are not staying in a society permanently, which affects how

they are contributing in a surrounding society. (Berry 2006, 30.) They might be afraid to

engage with residents in a sense that they are leaving soon.

3 Internationalization of the Universities

An increasing global movement of international students has forced universities to concen-

trate on international dimension of higher education; this process can be called as interna-

tionalization. The goal of universities is to develop their internationalization strategies and

gain recognition around the world (Knight & de Wit 1999, 46). Internationalization is

linked to globalization, which institutes an internationalization of higher education; more

likely it is the nation’s response to a globalization and a changing position of higher educa-

tion. The activity approach to internationalization is meant to increase it through activities

including international students and academic mobility in general. The purpose is to devel-
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op ways to increase an interest of international students through organized activities in a

university. The ethos approach is more about developing an international climate and pro-

cedures to a university. The main purpose of this approach is to create international envi-

ronment, which will tempt more students into a university from around the world. Without

the ethos and activity approach, it is incredibly hard for students to integrate. Uniform pro-

cedures also prepare a staff for needed actions, and help a university to reach its goals.

(Knight 1999, 13-16.)

Universities offer academic programs, research and scholarly collaboration, extra curricu-

lar activities and external relations and services. Because of increasing international mobil-

ity among students, universities have started to invest even more in academic programs to

seek more international students into their universities. Many universities build relations

and create agreements for exchange students, staff or concerning educational products. Re-

search collaboration between universities has been and still is one significant strategy to

stay in global markets. Extracurricular activities will internationalize the international edu-

cation experience more effectively. These extra curricular activities include student clubs

and associations, different campus events, peer groups, social, cultural and academic sup-

port system. In other words, these activities will help international students to adapt into a

new university and support student’s educational goals. (Knight 1999, 23-25.)

The higher education context is very different between Finland and the United States. The

difference between the amount of universities and possibilities is huge. A quality and a tui-

tion free education are huge enticements for students when compared to high tuition fees in

United States; though these assets have not been enough to increase the amount of interna-

tional students in Finland. (Reports of the Ministry of Education and Culture, Finland

2012.)

The amount of international students in Finland is generally low and the aim is to develop

extra curricular activities and research and academic programs to support international

mobility from Finland and to Finland (Reports of the Ministry of Education and Culture,

Finland 2012). Employees with higher education degree from other OECD countries, are

only  0,9%  of  the  Finnish  workforce  while  the  corresponding  rate  in  the  US  is  7%.  The

OECD study shows that while Finland does not receive many employees with higher edu-
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cation degrees, many of its highly educated citizens are joining other countries’ workforce.

(Davies, Weko, Kim, and Thulstrup 2009, referred 14.10.2014.)

In Finland, the number of universities and polytechnics has decreased in recent years; the

amount of universities decreased from 20 to 16 while the number of Polytechnics changed

from 30 to 25 (Report of the Ministry of Education and Culture, Finland 2012). The num-

ber of degree- granting institutions in the US in 2010 was 4,599 (U.S Department of Edu-

cation. National Center for Education Statistics 2013). The amount of international stu-

dents has increased 7% in 2012-2013, when there were over 800,000 international students

in the whole US (Open Doors Report 2013, referred 3.8.2014).

3.1 The University of Helsinki – the UH in General

Internationalization in the University of Helsinki has been appreciated and academic pro-

grams are offered in English in order to fascinate students from all around the world. In re-

cent years, research programs have been developed together with other EU countries; as a

result, Finland has improved its rankings among other countries. Finland has been very ac-

tive in different international activities such as Bologna. (UH- Tavoiteohjelma 2014, re-

ferred 14.10.2014; Davies etc. 2009, referred 14.10.2014.) Knight and de Wit (1999) claim

that the strong use of spoken English in the University of Helsinki results from the strong

foreign language program in Finnish secondary education. This increases the amount of

outgoing students from Finland and supports many in-coming international students, who

are unfamiliar with Finnish.  English is  also used in research projects,  which attract  many

researchers from around the world to participate new and ongoing research projects. (Fo-

gelberg 1999, 111; Davies etc. 2009, referred 14.10.2014.)

EU has offered great opportunities for internationalization, for example ERASMUS pro-

gram has increased the mobility inside Europe and still offers international opportunities

for students, researchers and teachers (Fogelberg 1999, 112-113). ERASMUS Mundus-

program was implemented in 2004-2008 with the aim to increase quality of academic pro-

grams and students’ mobility (ERASMUS Mundus- program 2003, referred 14.10.2014).

The program was continued with the next phase, Mundus- program 2009-2013, which also
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included international cooperation with third world countries (ERASMUS Mundus-

program 2008, referred 14.10.2014).

In years 2011-2012 the University of Helsinki had 36,500 students, which only consists of

2100 international students and 1000 exchange students. Typically, the university receives

international students for English master and doctoral degrees. Today the number of inter-

national students is  the highest  it  has been in the university’s history.  UH is able to offer

about 30 English- taught programs, which are favored both by international and domestic

students. These master’s degrees are under continuous development and recruitment into

these academic programs will be renewed in 2015. (University of Helsinki webpage, re-

ferred 31.7.2014; UH- Tavoiteohjelma 2014, referred 14.10.2014.)

The UH consists of four main campuses in which each has sport opportunities, a library

and many student restaurants. The libraries support student’s learning by offering training

for the information systems, and spaces for a quiet study as well as for a group work. (Uni-

versity of Helsinki - Orientation Handbook 2014-2015, referred 31.7.2014.)

Student housing in the UH goes through HOAS, which has housing opportunities all over

the Helsinki metropolitan area. Because the campuses are all spread out around the city, al-

so  the  housing  has  fan  out.  HOAS  offers  housing  close  to  a  student’s  school  or  at  least

within easy access by public transportations. (HOAS- Webpage, referred 13.8.2014.)

Finnish culture differs a lot from other cultures and might cause confusions and misunder-

standings with people who are not familiar with these differences. Finns are pretty straight-

forward and short with their messages, which might give an unfriendly impression at a

glance. Compared to the United States, small talk is huge part of the culture, where the

content of speech is not an important thing or part of the discussion. (Vartiainen-Ora 2007,

14.) Finnish people tend to mean what they say; Finns don’t talk just for fun. This causes

misunderstandings since in some cultures speaking is only about sending a message that

you are in conversation, not really meaning spoken words. (Vartiainen-Ora 2007, 50.)

Finnish people tend to use little non-verbal movements, for example compared to southern

Europeans. This might cause some confusion since it can be hard to understand the right
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meaning. Finnish language is challenging since a spoken and written language are differ-

ent. Most often, spoken Finnish is possible to learn only through communication with oth-

ers. (Vartiainen- Ora 2007, 48.)

3.2 The UH Support

The University of Helsinki has Student service office, which will help all the students re-

gardless of a nationality. The university is missing a centralized international office and

follows the embedded internationalization model, which means that all functions are divid-

ed around the campus areas and different departments. This will spread the international

functions all over the university and add the international atmosphere around the universi-

ty. (University of Helsinki - Innovation in Internationalization at the University of Helsinki

2013, referred 31.7.2014.)

Before students arrive at Helsinki, they have opportunity to connect with people through

social media such as Facebook. The UH Facebook-page is offering information and sup-

port by answering questions that incoming students have prior arriving or during their stay.

The  UH also  maintains  the  blog,  which  contains  information  and  news;  it  is  also  a  great

way to keep up with news and happenings and get prepared prior arrival. (University of

Helsinki- Facebook page, referred 3.8.2014.)

At the start of every semester, the university organizes different kinds of orientation pro-

grams to ease students’ acculturation. One of these events is the Welcome Fair, which of-

fers general informational about health services, computing, libraries; as well as lectures of

Finnish culture and the UH systems. Every international student will be assigned together

with a trained fellow student from the UH, who assists a student in variety of tasks and is

ready to help in a daily basis as well as things concerning education. Every incoming inter-

national student will receive the handbook, which contains a lot of general information

about Finland, Helsinki and the University of Helsinki. It also contains steps, as a remind-

er,  what  every  student  needs  to  remember  to  do  after  arriving  to  Finland.  (University  of

Helsinki - Innovation in Internationalization at University of Helsinki 2013, referred

31.7.2014.)
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The UH helps international students to adapt to the university as well as to the city by or-

ganizing multiple events with the Student Union and different kinds of organizations from

sports to culture and arts. Under the Student Union, there is ESN- Committee (Erasmus

Student Network), which takes care of the international students arriving at Helsinki. They

organize parties, excursions and other events to help international students to acculturate to

the new environment. The ESN also provides opportunities for Finns to meet incoming

students and help students to integrate. AEGEE is a European interdisciplinary student or-

ganization, which organizes some activities as well; they also offer summer courses among

other interesting events in Europe. AIESEC is world’s largest student organization, which

offers its support for international students as well. They provide opportunities to take part

for cultural events, international conferences and they offer internship and voluntary work

possibilities abroad.  (University of Helsinki - Innovation in Internationalization at the

University of Helsinki 2013, referred 31.7.2014; University of Helsinki - Orientation

Handbook 2014-2015, referred 31.7.2014.)

More than half of the Finnish students from higher education, work during their studies -

almost half of them work full-time (Suomen virallinen tilasto 2014, referred 15.10.2014).

This leaves less free time for them and most students come to the university to concentrate

on their studies. In their free time, a part of the students participate in multiple activities

organized by student organizations and clubs. Those activities vary from different parties

to cooking nights and from sport events to cultural happenings, many departments also or-

ganizes excursion to companies operating in the Helsinki Metropolitan area. (University of

Helsinki - Orientation Handbook 2014-2015, referred 31.7.2014.)

In the UH, students are quite independent and big parts of the studies are done alone with

some supportive informative lectures, depending of the department. Little by little some

departments and teachers are moving into more discussion-oriented teaching style, which

increases activation level of every student. Finnish students are very independent, which

might intimidate some international students and in some points it can be hard to approach

Finnish students, especially in the university environment. (University of Helsinki - Orien-

tation Handbook 2014-2015, referred 31.7.2014.)
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3.3 Oklahoma State University – OSU in General

Northern America has always fascinated many international students because of the lan-

guage; English is spoken all around and academic programs are offered in English from a

wide range.

OSU has three main campus areas in Oklahoma: Stillwater, Tulsa and Oklahoma City. The

campus in Stillwater is the main campus and in 2013 it consists of 25,939 students in fall

semester. Spring semester 2014, there were 1,870 international students from 97 countries;

the biggest proportion of students comes from India, China, South- Korea, Saudi Arabia

and Iran. On top of that number, OSU also receives lots of exchange students every semes-

ter. (Oklahoma State University Webpage, referred 3.8.2014.)

OSU Study abroad office created the Vision Plan in 2013 for the upcoming years. OSU’s

aim is to strengthen the international understanding and atmosphere in the whole universi-

ty, because of the changing global society. (OSU- Strategic Vision Plan 2013, referred

3.8.2014.) Dynamic society needs global citizens with global competencies (Dewey &

Duff 2009, 491). The process of developing cultural aware students includes factors such

as a commited faculty and staff, curricula with international aspects, multiple international

activities and opportunities on campus and increased global awareness outside of campus

(BrckaLorenz & Gieser 2011).  OSU Study abroad office acknowledges that many Ameri-

can students do not have much of a global awareness; they miss the knowledge of outside

of their home state or nation. The purpose is to develop support systems for ongoing, in-

coming and returning international students. The office wants to promote more internation-

al atmosphere, which connects the staff, professors and students in the university and will

help to integrate new international students even more effectively to the campus life. More

international atmosphere also encourage and motivate American students to study new

languages more often; now many students will settle in English. (OSU- Strategic Vision

Plan 2013, referred 3.8.2014.) Efforts from staff and students are needed in order to create

a more dynamic and globally aware campus (Brennan & Dellow 2013, 29).
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More diverse language skills would add the participation and interest towards international

students and events. Increased participation would affect and foster the acculturation of in-

ternational students. (Oklahoma State University Webpage, referred 3.8.2014.)

The Stillwater campus area is big and traditional American campus. The campus area is

monolithic and it includes huge sport facilities for students and athletes including football,

basketball, baseball, track and field, tennis and soccer stadiums. The biggest and most fa-

mous sports in OSU are football and basketball. During the game days the university stu-

dents and alumni get together to support the college team and their success. Everyone is

supposed to wear OSU’s traditional color orange, which exemplifies the real school spirit.

(Oklahoma State University Webpage, referred 3.8.2014.)

All the university services are centralized to the massive Student Union. The Student Un-

ion contains lots of food services, student services, bank and post office etc. The Union is

one of the most comprehensive in the whole world and it brings a lot of students together

on lunch breaks as well as after school. The big landmark on the campus is the library,

which facilities include space for group and silence work, and it offers a big amount of

computers for students. The library is not concentrated for lending books as much as the

Finnish libraries, the main point of the campus library in OSU is to bring students to study

together in a comfortable environment. (Oklahoma State University Webpage, referred

3.8.2014.)

The Stillwater campus offers multiple options for campus housing; a student can choose

from  19  residence  halls.  These  halls  consist  of  four  types  of  living  options:  traditional

halls, suites, deluxe suites or apartments; a student can decide whether s/he wants to share

a room with a fellow student or have an own room. The campus has also residence options

for families and their needs. The city of Stillwater offers multiple off campus housing op-

tions, which are easy to reach by bus or car from the campus. The options vary from big

student apartment complexes to the rented houses. (OSU Residential Life –webpage, re-

ferred 13.8.2014.)
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3.4 OSU- Support

Oklahoma State University is situated one and an half hour away from Oklahoma City by

car and the university offers greeter service for all the international students arriving to a

fall and spring semesters. This shuttle service is a great way to meet international students

at a glance. (Oklahoma State University Webpage, referred 3.8.2014.)

Students can connect with each other through social media as well; OSU has the Facebook-

group for international students, where old students share their experiences and provide as-

sistance for incoming students together with volunteering Americans. Every incoming in-

ternational student is  also paired with a tutor who has some kind of experience of the in-

coming student’s home country. This helps a tutor to understand the cultural differences

and offers very helpful information to arriving student. This way the preparation for the

study abroad experience starts even before arriving to the host country.  (Oklahoma State

University Facebook-page, referred 3.8.2014.)

OSU organizes mandatory orientation week for all the international students, all the re-

quired important information is provided there. Orientation week is also a good way to

meet other international and American students. The idea of the week is to assist new stu-

dents to the life in Oklahoma in general  and on the campus; it  also offers the support  for

everyone in the beginning. (Oklahoma State University Webpage, referred 3.8.2014.)

The International Student Organization, ISO, is the head international organization and it

has 20 cultural organizations under it, representing each different culture all around the

world. The purpose of the organization is to develop the cooperation among international

students, American students, faculty and stuff. ISO is also meant to foster international

spirit all around the campus by organizing a variety of events such as international bazaars,

cultural nights, cultural trips etc. They also help students to bring out their home cultures

available for other students to see as well. ISO events are especially helpful in connecting

with people from all around the world. (ISO webpage, referred 13.8.2014.)

OSU has multiple other organizations varying from academic, recreational, fraternity and

sororities, different cultures and hobbies; together there are more than 450 student organi-
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zations. Sororities and fraternities are Greek-lettered organizations that form tight sister-

and brotherhoods, pursue academic excellence and offer opportunities to gain leadership

skills. Together all these Greek-letterd organizations form the Greek life in the campus.

Especially at Oklahoma State University, the Greek life is very active and big part of the

whole campus atmosphere. All the organizations are listed online, where every student has

a possibility to find the right ones for his-/herself. (OSU Campus Life, referred 13.8.2014;

OSU Fraternity & Sorority Affairs, referred 25.10.2014.)

Williams and Johnson’s (2010, 46) studies have proven that Americans are not highly in-

volved in international events, which makes it harder to get to know them. Active Greek

life on campus can decrease the participation into international events and activities. The

tight sister- and brotherhood among sororities and fraternities makes them less open-

minded to meet new students. Most active American’s are the ones with their own interna-

tional experience; they are eager to participate in events and meet new international stu-

dents. The results from Lindsey Parson’s study (2009, 328) shows that the more domestic

students are taking classes with international content, the more they are interacting with in-

ternational  students  and  taking  part  in  cultural  events  and  activities.  These  students  also

had a better global knowledge.

4 Acculturation into the New Culture and Student Community

People learn new different patterns of acting, behaving, thinking and feeling through their

lifetime. The learned patterns partially affect the way people behave and act; these are not

permanent and by unlearning the old ones, it is possible to learn new ones. Hofstede’s def-

inition for culture gives a wide perspective to the culture without narrowing it. (Hofstede

G, Hofstede G. J.  & Minkov 2010, 5.)  When one moves into a new culture s/he starts to

gain new information about it, creating own meanings for things. Gaining information of

the culture happens by experiencing new things, but also learning from other people from

the culture. People can only learn the culture, which is collective phenomenon and shared

by the people who currently live or used to live in the same social environment. Culture is
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not tied up to geographical area. (Hofstede etc. 2010, 6.) When two groups from different

cultures interact with each other, the similarity has a powerful effect. Dissimilarity makes

the communication and interaction more challenging and causes misunderstandings. (Ben-

nett 1998, 33.)

Culture includes the concept of values, rituals, heroes and symbols. These concepts create

cultural differences while some of them are more superficial than others. For example val-

ues are the deepest and at the same time hardest to absorb. Symbols are easiest to notice in

the new culture, because the words, pictures and gestures are visible. While it is the most

superficial level of culture, it is also the most sensitive for change. Heroes are the ones who

have gained huge popularity in a culture and they possess a special status regardless of the

fact if they are real or imaginary. (Hofstede etc. 2010, 8.) Culture shares similar ceremo-

nies and behavior patterns for certain situations; these are called rituals. (Hofstede etc.

2010, 9.) Milton Bennett calls that as subjective culture, when people in a same culture

share same values, behaviors and beliefs (1998, 3). Culture consists of many subcultures;

in this study I concentrate into a student subculture. Homecoming, sporting events, univer-

sity celebrations and parties form stories, which create the subculture. These stories usually

include heroes, important people or mascots to a university. (Kramer & Berman 2001,

308.) Subcultures share some similarities with the larger culture, but have some norms and

rules that differ from the dominant one. (Gudykunst 2004, 43-44.) According to Olsen

(1978), the definition of norm includes the notion of moral and ethical connotations within

standards.

Cultural differences cause many stereotypes that arouse from race, religion, ethnicity, age

and gender. Stereotypes are generalizations of groups, where each one is assumed to have

same characteristics. These cause misunderstandings, because of the pre-assumptions we

make of the others; those will guide us to make decisions that are not true or are partially

true. (Bennett 1998, 6; Gudykunst 2004, 3.) When the international students arrive to a

host university, in most cases they are total strangers, without knowing anyone. Every ar-

riving student has some kind of assumptions and stereotypes of people from other cultures.

Acculturation into a new student community starts through communication with strangers.

The communication should be as effective as possible, which means that both counterparts

should be flexible with the cultural differences. (Gudykunst 2004, 5.)
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4.1 Cultural Differences Cause Misunderstandings

Most people have preconceptions and stereotypes about people from another culture; these

might be even so strong that some people avoid communication. Stereotypes are created

from  other  people’s  opinions  and  experiences  and  usually  are  assumed  to  be  true.  Most

times stereotypes are over- or underestimated traits of unknown group. These are only

overgeneralized assumptions made by other people of only a small portion of people in a

certain culture; people have a tendency to see group of strangers more alike than they real-

ly are.  Stereotypes also affect  our will  to evaluate others by their  actions.  People tend to

forget that they only evaluate and compare others for what is norm for them forgetting that

their values and norms can be different. Usually misunderstandings arise, because people

tend to think that their way to look at people and communicate with them is unbiased.

Communication with a stranger is always biased and perceptions are selective, based on

our own history. Stress and high anxiety emphazises differences and eventually can lead to

culture shock. (Barna 1998, 182-185; Gudykunst 2004, 159-160.)

Cultural individualism and collectivism affects the way people talk and explain the com-

munication differences between cultures, though these aspects will not explain the reasons

behind the differences. In individualistic cultures, individual goes before groups, while in

collectivistic cultures, it goes the opposite way; group well-being comes first. The values,

norms and behavior patterns vary a lot between individualistic and collectivistic cultures.

For an example, those affect to the way a person sees her-/himself and how to behave

among other people. Understanding these cultural variables is important in avoiding mis-

understanding, and it is helping in cross-cultural communication. A culture is rarely only

individualistic or collectivistic and most likely a culture has aspects from both variables.

(Gudykunst & Matsumoto 1996, 19-21.)

Low- and high-context communication styles are highly tied up to individualistic and col-

lectivistic aspects of culture. In a high-context communication style, big part of the mes-

sage is unspoken language and messages are very indirect. High-context communication

style is typical in collectivistic cultures and most likely people expect others to understand

them without a direct message. In individualistic countries low-context communication
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style is more general; messages are more direct and the main point will be pointed out

clearly. (Gudykunst & Matsumoto 1996, 29.)

4.2 International Students’ Friendship Patterns

All the experiences that international students gain from the host country affect the image

they create of it; it can be either positive or negative. Bochner (2006, 189) finds three dif-

ferent types of networks that international students can form; they can also have many of

them, these are not mutually exclusive. It is possible to network only with students from

the same cultural background and not make any host country friends; they form the first

type of network, called co-national friendships. The second network consists of other in-

ternational students, while the third group is residents of the host country. (Bochner 2006,

189; Hendrickson, Rosen & Aune 2010, 281.)

Co-national friendships are easy to form and usually social interaction with people experi-

encing the similar emotions helps to handle the cultural differences and unfamiliar situa-

tions. Students create obstacles for acculturation when their cultural identity is threatened.

Students, who only spend time with co-nationals, are threatened and uncomfortable with

the new environment. (Woolf 2007; Ward & Searle 1991.)

Friendships with host country students are harder to form, because of their existing strong

social networks, which makes it harder for international student to approach them. Also

their intention to stay only specific period of time makes them differ from the host country

students. The barrier between host- and international students grows when universities

make special arrangements for international students considering semester periods, exam

and assignment arrangements. Also most of the international students won’t have the same

time  and  commitment  for  studying,  depending  on  their  time  and  aim  of  the  studying

abroad. (Woolf 2007.)

International students usually are little insecure when they enter to a new country and eve-

rything feels new and weird. This insecurity and expectations from others sets students un-

der a lot of pressure to maintain their national and cultural identity while building new cul-

tural identities. Attitudes toward the host culture depend on cultural distance. If cultures
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are very different from each other, one could become very protective to their native culture

and start acting defensively. Most of the time this will make students to use only their old

habits and resist the acculturation into the new culture. The differences between host and

international students arise from the communication situation and are usually always more

visible for international students in a host culture. (McLeod & Lin 1977, 279-280.)

Friendships with co-national students are more frequent for many students, because it is

easy and safe way to spend time. Networking will cause a lot of pressure for some students

since they are expected to build wide network with people from around the world.

(McLeod & Lin 1977, 279-280.) According to Maslow’s 3rd level of hierarchy of needs,

friendships and belongingness are important for a person’s acculturation and comfort in a

new environment (Zalenski & Raspa 2006).

4.3 Integration and Assimilation as Effective Acculturation Strategies

The acculturation to the new culture and student community happens through four-

acculturation strategies: integration, assimilation, separation and marginalization. Berry’s

model is called the four-fold model of acculturation. (Berry 2006.) Acculturation has be-

come more important and close to many people’s everyday life after increased migration

(Sam & Berry 2006, 1). Acculturation consists of three elements: contact, reciprocal influ-

ence and change. Contact follows after two people from different cultures interact with

each other. Next element, reciprocal influence happens when both cultural groups interact

and influence each other. The third element needs contact before the change can happen

through a process. (Sam 2006, 14-16.)

The concept of path describes the continuing acculturation process through parallel and

scattered paths. Iiris Mikkonen (Mikkonen 1997, 34) uses the term path related to career

development, but the idea of the term is transferable in to this study. According to her, en-

gaging depends of the time spend in a certain path (Mikkonen 1997, 41-42). In the concept

of this study, students are more likely to acculturate into the student community when they

will  spend more time in a host  culture and stay longer in the paths they chose to follow.

Acculturation process consists of different paths to become a part of a new student com-
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munity. Each person will choose the most appropriate paths to oneself, which are forming

the continuum of life (Mikkonen 1997, 34).

Assimilation strategy is used when the individual actively interacts with the new culture

without the hesitations of accept differences and habits of a new culture. Studying abroad

is a student’s own choice, which means that they are prepared for a new culture and host

environment. Preparedness helps them to face challenges with more open mind and moti-

vation to overcome them. The motivation to fit thrives students to participate activities and

socialize with other international students and host country students. The more motivated

they are to acculturate, the faster the process is. Student’s preparedness is also related to

formal education, which increases their abilities to learn and adapt. Education have pre-

pared them for the studying abroad process by offering them classes including language

skills, culture, history and geography, which all gives them information of the host culture.

(Berry 2006, 34-35; Kim 2001.)

The opposite option of assimilation is separation where a student resists accepting the new

culture and keeps valuing the original culture.  (Berry 2006, 34-35; Kim 2001.) Separation

as an acculturation strategy is rare among international students, since they are not usually

forced to move into a new culture.

In integration, the individual uses and combines the habits from home- and hostculture

(Berry 2006). International students start to learn a new culture by experiencing social

knowledge and skills, which Ward, Bochner and Furham (2001) defines as culture learn-

ing. Culture learning happens through experiencing the culture and communication includ-

ing both verbal and non-verbal. Most of the time differences in communication and behav-

ior become visible when something goes wrong. Behavioral habits and communication el-

ements are so “automatic” that a person does not consciously recognize these. (Ward,

Bochner & Furnham 2001, 51-52.)

The intercultural communication process is individual, because people differ from each

other for example some tend be more flexible and open for differences, some others do not

realize that cultures are different and there are differences in communication styles. Flexi-

bility helps to have proper conversation with proper responds without bigger misunder-



19

standings. Communication situations in a host culture surprise people since communication

usually is perceived similar regardless of culture or country, if language is not counted.

(Ward, Bochner & Furnham 2001, 51-52.) For culture learning and culture shock, interna-

tional students have their social support network, which usually includes friends and fami-

ly at home. When they arrive to the host country, they start to build their local social sup-

port network. This usually includes other international students that are in a similar situa-

tion. These students drift to each other, because they tend to struggle similar issues and un-

derstand each other better than local residents. (Ward etc. 2001, 85; Kim 2001, 45.)

Marginalization is a softer strategy compared to integration. In this strategy, the interest in

acculturation with others is lower than in integration. A student has troubles to adjust into

the new student community, but at the same time feels distant from the original student

community and culture. Berry establishes that the individual has the opportunity to choose

the strategy in a non-dominant culture where specific strategies are not forced to establish.

(Berry 2006, 34-35.)

4.4 Social Support and Adjustment

The research from Yang, Noels & Saumure (2005, 500) has shown that many international

students are more interdependent than other students in a university; at the same time this

does not mean that international students would not be as independent than other students.

International students tend to build social support network with each other, because it is

easier to get support from people who are all in the same situation. Also people from home

culture such as family and relatives are important social support for a student living in a

new  environment  abroad.  The  quantity  of  friends  is  not  as  important  as  the  quality  of

friendships, which decreases feeling of loneliness and increases the well-being and satis-

faction. A support network in a host country is extremely important and will prevent the

acculturative distress and will lead to successful adaption and acculturation process. (Ward

&  Rana-Deuba  2000;  Yeh  &  Inose  2003.)  Family  relations  in  the  host  country  are  im-

portant for an individual and cross-cultural adaption; according the research it also should

prevent acculturation problems and stress (Liebkind & Jasinskaja-Lahti 2000, 447).
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Acculturation can be divided into social and psychological adjustments; psychological ad-

justment refers to emotional side of adaption and sociocultural to the behavioral side. Ac-

cording to these two adjustments, the acculturation depends on coping styles, satisfaction

and social support especially from co-nationals. From the sociocultural aspect, accultura-

tion process depends on how well one can fit into a new context and build new cognitive

models. Also the length of stay, cultural knowledge, openness to meet new people and lan-

guage skills will affect how the individual will adapt finally. (Yang etc. 2005, 488; Yeh &

Inose 2003, 23.) The study from Tsang, Ng and Lian reveals that integration, as a strategy

will affect positively in sociocultural adjustment where social support has a huge impact

for the successful acculturation. They measured sociocultural adaption through adjustment

to physical environment, interaction with family members, interaction with others, rela-

tionship with teachers and schoolmates and participation in social life. Sociocultural adap-

tion seemed to have positive effect on psychological adaption. They measured that through

mutual trust and acceptance, life satisfaction and future expectation and academic adjust-

ment. (Tsang, Ng & Lian 2013.)

Social, political, economic and cultural factors are affecting to acculturation in a societal

level and it is hard to realize in unfamiliar culture. In individual level, there are two kinds

of characteristics affecting: personal and situational. Personal characteristics are for exam-

ple personality, language fluency, acculturation strategies, values and reason for migration.

Situational characteristics are such as length of cultural contact, cultural distance, social

support and amount of life changes. (Ward etc. 2001, 44.)

According to earlier studies, extrovert people will adjust better to societies where extro-

verted people are more appreciated; students with bigger cultural distance will have more

or less troubles to adjust. For example extroverted Asian students in the United States will

adapt better and make more cross-national friends. Though also independent self-construal

person can conquer successful acculturation regardless of the cultural distance and has

good self-confidence to speak foreign language such as English. Personality is not affect-

ing the acculturation success as much as cultural fit and cultural distance. Based on these

results of the study, it is impossible to say which personal traits will lead in to a successful

acculturation. (Yang etc. 2005, 489-490; 501-503.)
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4.5 Language and Attitudes in Acculturation Process

Cultural identity is a social identity concentrating to cultures and affecting to the commu-

nication style, which people are not fully aware of all the time. The host environment af-

fects to one’s previous beliefs, values, norms and communication styles that shape stu-

dent’s identity to fit and accept the new ones. (Gudykunst 2004, 68; Kim 2001.) After a

while, students will gain and build their new cultural identity, and reach multicultural iden-

tity. Many sojourners have multicultural identity, which means that they are open minded

to experience new cultures and meet new people. Peter Adler describes multicultural per-

son as “a new psychocultural style of self-process”. By this he means that a person is adap-

tive with new relationships and open minded in new situations without evaluation. Multi-

cultural person is in a transition all the time and open to change. A person learns and col-

lects experiences from different cultures and builds the identity based on those experienc-

es. (Adler 1998, 234-236.) Still, according to The European Commission report of the dif-

ferent obstacles that international students have towards studying abroad, is the ability to

communicate with the foreign language (Commission of the European Communities

1996).

Language can be a problem for many international students and affect negatively to their

acculturation and cause acculturative stress. Language abilities are important regarding the

acculturation since it will allow a student function effectively regardless of the environ-

ment. Student’s willingness to learn and develop new language skills depends on the

strength of national identity and if it has seemed more as threat than opportunity. Re-

searches have shown that people with proper language abilities in host country are happier

and satisfied, and less stressed. Good communication skills will increase well-being and

help with everyday tasks. Language abilities won’t necessarily depend on the linguistic

competences because usually self-confidence has bigger effect to the acculturation. (Lieb-

kind & Jasinskaja-Lahti 2000; Yang etc. 2005; Gudykunst 2004.) Studies shows that self-

reported English fluency will lead to lower levels of acculturative distress; it also increases

the ability and willingness to use the second language. (Yang etc. 2005, 488; Yeh & Inose

2003, 23.)



22

Language barriers can cause stress in social situations as well as in academic environment;

especially in exams, assignments and understanding in lectures will affect to the ability to

perform in class. This can also prevent a student’s interactions in a social environment, be-

cause of the lack of faith to one’s own language abilities. Most often international students

will not suffer from academic stress more than the other university students, but together

with the pressure to use a second language and adapt to a new culture, it will increase the

academic stress.  (Smith & Khawaja 2011.)

The use of language is highly depending on the culture. Individualistic countries tend to

appreciate communication and talking while building friendships; but people from collec-

tivistic countries tend to ignore the importance of talking while bonding with new people.

Talk is tool for social control in individualistic cultures, but in collectivistic ones, silence

can be seen as a control strategy. (Gudykunst 2004, 194-195.) This highlights the im-

portance of nonverbal communication, because also unspoken language can include multi-

ple messages. Cultural understanding for the use of language is also important since it can

cause many misunderstandings between collectivistic and individualistic people.

Language is a tool we use to interact with others through communication; it is a tool to or-

ganize reality. Language carries many cultural differences and words have different mean-

ings in different cultures. In communication, people share meanings through language and

messages. Messages always include some meaning, but after the receiver interprets the

message, s/he will create his/her own meaning of it. Without effective communication and

understanding for differences, communication and shared meanings cause misunderstand-

ings. Every culture creates its own acceptable ways to communicate and behave, every-

thing that differs from those people judge based on their own norms. The way we behave

after differences are recognized; determines how the communication will be continued.

Our expectations won’t always turn into positive ones after communication with members

of a group. Communication can either turn the expectations into positive ones or it can

cause even more hostile and negative expectations. (Bennett 1998, 12-13; Gudykunst 2004,

9-10, 113, 151.)

Cultural communication is more complex system than just messages between people, since

it includes a little tacit-acquired cultural knowledge. Tacit-acquired knowledge is possible
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to gain when a person lives and acts within the culture. That knowledge is situational and

can only be learnt by growing up in a culture or spending longer periods of time there.

(Hall 1998, 54.) When a student arrives into a new culture, s/he faces misunderstandings

and frustrating situations following from good intentions. According to LaRay Barna, there

are communication blocks that affect for the misunderstandings and understanding these

blocks helps to avoid misunderstandings. People easily assume that the communication is

similar around the world; they forget the cultural background and its effects to the commu-

nication. Barna says that these differences are easy to forget and usually only affects to

nonverbal movements and interpretations. Body movements and even emotions are tight

up to culture, people tend to forget that even they share the same language; they do not

share similar values and nonverbal codes. (Barna 1998, 173-175.) Different nonverbal

codes cause interpretations more than people even realizes, because the variety of mean-

ings and ways to express feelings. These are usually hard to practice or study beforehand,

and informal situations are often best ways to learn most part of the nonverbal codes. Lan-

guage differences cause a lot of troubles in communication as well, thou compared to as-

suming similarities, language differences are noticeable and people are aware of the differ-

ences and troubles it might cause (Barna 1998, 179-180; Gudykunst 2004, 125-126.).

Self-orientation and self-esteem affect to the acculturation process either helping it or

slowing it down or it can even stop the process. Positive attitude can help decrease stress

and increasecoping skills in a new situation. Surrounding differences can either motivate to

improve understanding or seclude from the surroundings. High self-esteem is a resource

that helps to overcome failures and setbacks. (Kosic 2006, 115.)

4.6 Acculturative Stress and Cultural Familiarity

The transmission between acculturation strategies can be very challenging and confusing

causing culture shocks especially in the early stages of acculturation. Acculturative stress

can occur when international students move to a new country and face new challenges and

the change of life habits. (Sam & Berry 2006, 1.) Culture shocks are very individual and

there are many factors to affect those.



24

Culture shock is a normal reaction for a person who gets involved in new cultures. Culture

shock comes when two cultures, habits and values conflict with each other, and cause

stress; at the same time it can affect negatively to the acculturation process by slowing it

down. Insecurity is one effect of culture shock, where the person starts questioning his own

values. (Bennett 1993, 113.) This stress state can lead to a serious psychosis, but at best, it

can only be little emotional disorder. The level of symptoms varies and depends on how

the individual develop the coping strategies to adjust to cultural differences. (Weaver 1993,

138.) The differences can be first hidden under the excitement of new country, but after the

reality  revels,  the  stress  can  be  hard  to  avoid  and  cope  with  (Bochner  2006,  190).  Close

connections and social support will help to avoid and relief the stress caused by the new

cultural environment. Social network will offer the support that a student needs to create or

shape his/her cultural identity. (Yeh & Inose 2003, 24.)

Confronting culture shock, it is important to use coping mechanisms instead of defense

mechanisms. In a long run, defense mechanisms increase stress level and leads for the de-

nial  of cultural  differences.  Coping mechanisms are strategies to help a person overcome

stress caused by cultural differences. (Weaver 1993, 150.) The stage and strength of culture

shock depends on the fact how much different those conflicting cultures are. Some can

avoid the culture shock without any complications, for some the differences are too much

to handle at once. (Weaver 1993, 138.) In the cross-cultural interaction, people tend to give

something to each other, and learn from each other. This exchange between cultures can

include sharing value systems, social structures or behavioral patterns typical to one’s cul-

ture. (Ward etc. 2001, 27.)

Cultural familiarity makes its people feel safe when their ability to predict the environment

increases. When these familiar habits, values or other cues are missing, the individual’s

stress level increases and one exits the comfort zone. Verbal and nonverbal communication

has differences in cultures, handshake, kissing etc. all have different kind of meanings.

(Weaver 1993, 140-142.) For example a tourist visiting France, can be shocked when a

French gives him cheek kisses, even in France it is common way to greet people. A lot of

misunderstandings arise when people assume everyone and every culture to be similar with

each other (Vartiainen-Ora 2007, 11). Assuming cultural similarity can be avoided by ex-

ploring new cultures and being understanding towards people (Vartiainen-Ora 2007, 18).
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Most of all, staying open and understanding the cultural differences, helps a lot in accul-

turation into a new culture and student community. More often conflicts and resolving

those, include negative perception, even though conflicts are inevitable and can have also

positive outcomes for a relationship. Cultural differences bring many misunderstandings to

managing conflicts since it is highly depending on culture what is experienced as conflict.

(Gudykunst 2004, 274-278) This increases the levels of conflict and makes it hard to man-

age those, because situation can be a conflict for one but not for the other person. The way

conflicts are managed can help to increase capability of cross-cultural communication.

5 Research Question

The  aim  of  the  study  is  to  find  out  what  kind  of  paths  international  students  use  during

their acculturation process into the new student community. The contexts of the study are

the University of Helsinki in Finland and Oklahoma State University in Oklahoma in the

United States. The subjects of the study were international students from between the years

2012 and 2014; some of the interviewees are still finishing their studies.

My research question is “What kind of paths international students use to acculturate into

the student community in Oklahoma State University and in the University of Helsinki?”.

The aim is to bring out different paths international students use in these particular con-

texts. I chose these universities, because they are very different from each other and I have

experienced both of the universities and the student communities. The purpose is to present

the different paths analysed by qualitative content analysis, not to present the cultural dif-

ferences specifically.
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6 Analysis and Methods

In this chapter I present the qualitative research and the qualitative content analysis, which

I used as a method to analyze the data. The data is collected through 13 interviews, which

are all transcripted in written text. The analysis process is described step by step so the

reader is able to follow the phases closely.

6.1 Qualitative Content Analysis

The researcher has very active role in qualitative research to interpret the collected data,

which can be verbal, visual, artefacts etc. In this research the data is verbal and collected

through interviews. The data has multiple meanings, which can vary over time and differ-

ent people are able to interpret the same material in many ways. Reflectivity is closely part

of qualitative research and the interviewees might give different answers for different re-

searchers whether they like them or not. Also the meanings made of the data can vary be-

tween different researchers. In this research, the analysis is abductive, which means that

the data and earlier theory are interacting with each other. The methodology is guiding the

data collection; in this study it is interview. (Schreier 2012; Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2009.)

The reliability in qualitative research is making the research process visible; this means

that a researcher needs to write the research step by step so any other researcher could un-

derstand how s/he ended up to these conclusion and results. Consistency is not part of reli-

ability in qualitative research, because of the “personal nature of ” the research.   (Schreier

2012.)

Qualitative research is a social science as much as quantitative research. The line between

these two methods is not as sharp as it used to be since more and more researchers mix dif-

ferent methodologies. Hammersley thinks that it is only matter of time, when new sets of

distinctions are created to bring forward the variation in research practice. (2013, 99.)
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In this research, the qualitative focus is in investigating experience of international students

who come from different cultures. The aim is not compare cultures. The purpose is to in-

terview international students and collect data of their paths to acculturate into the new

student community. The aim is to collect data of their experiences and find the useful paths

for acculturation. The variation between student’s experience and cultural background is

more complex and diverse than many people think. This research will concentrate to doc-

ument student’s experiences and paths in order to understand their action and acculturation

process. It is vital to notice that even interview is a good way to collect data of accultura-

tion; big part of the information stays unrelieved and unreachable for researcher. The inter-

viewer might find problems in finding proper interviewees; since for the most students, the

research does not offer anything special. Students can question their own importance in the

research, which means that most of the students need some motivation to participate and

share genuine experiences. (Hammersley 2013, 51-53.) The interviewees in this research

all were volunteering and very interested to help. They were excited that someone was in-

terested of their experiences and opinions. Interview questions gave them the opportunity

to tell freely about their experiences and everyday life in the host country. International

students have quite flexible schedule as well, which made it easier to schedule all inter-

views conveniently.

Quantitative and qualitative content analyses (QCA) were divided into two different re-

search methods after the early criticisms. The criticism came into a point where with some

research questions qualitative method was inevitable. Even the critique claimed that there

is no need for QCA; in recent years it has become well known in English countries as well.

Still there is no sharp distinction between quantitative content analysis and QCA. The dif-

ference between these two content analyses is that the coding frame has built differently; in

QCA it is usually data-driven when in quantitative analysis it is partly concept-driven. This

makes QCA more flexible compared to quantitative version. (Schreier 2012.) In CQA, the

purpose is to describe the material verbally and bring out the main information since usual-

ly the materials include a lot of irrelevant information as well. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2009.)

The research question has a big role in the qualitative content analysis, because it sets the

standards to explore the data and build coding frame. Coding frame is helping to organize

and summarize the data to the mode that is easy to interpret later. The point is to find the
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key- and subcategories from the data, which are related to the research question. Catego-

ries are supposed to contain the factor that makes them similar and different from other

categories. Interview transcripts are among the most used verbal data resources in QCA,

and it helps the researcher to build the meaning of the data systematically. Systematical

QCA is supposed to be built with a coding frame where the data is divided into categories

based on interpreted meanings. The reliability and validity of the coding frame becomes of

the flexibility of the method, the coding frame is always unique and tailored from each ma-

terial. The coding frame in this research is summarizing the answers for the research ques-

tion, which means that the coding frame is valid. (Schreier 2012; Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2009.)

The basic idea of QCA is to describe your results based on the research question and inter-

views. For the reliability of this research it is important to take into account the whole in-

terview material without overlooking any part of it and make it consistent. Consistency in

this research means that any person should be able to get the same results, so the research

should be free of errors. (Schreier 2012.)

6.2 Interviews

Interviewing is one of the most widely used data collection methods in qualitative re-

search; and can be combined with other methods as questionnaire, perception or different

kinds of documents. These data collection methods can be used both in qualitative and

quantitative research. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2009, 71.) In this study, only interviews are used

to collect data, which is common these days in general. Interviewing fits in this research,

because of the interest in international students’ experiences of acculturation. The inter-

view method makes it possible to find out how these international students think about

their  experiences and what kind of paths they use for adaptation into a new student com-

munity in their host university. The information is based on their personal opinions and

experiences, which makes interview as data collection method, the best possible option.

The interviewer has the possibility to ask fulfilling questions if the interviewer gives short

and empty answers. Also misunderstandings are easier to avoid when the interview offers

the opportunity to clarify questions and answers. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2009, 72-73; Ham-

mersley 2013, 67; Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2011, 35.) Interviews are based on the language, all
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the communication happens through it. The interviewee is a subject with a message to

share. (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2011, 49.)

The interviewer tries to understand interviewee and the meanings that are hidden in the

spoken or unspoken language; words become critical part of the research. At the same time

the interviewer has to write the report with the understandable and clear language, so the

same message will go through to the reader. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2009, 69; Hammersley

2013, 2.)

Increased popularity to use interview as the only data collection method, has gathered quite

a lot of critique as well. The critique includes the suspicion of the truth. Interviewees might

not tell the truth as it is and their perception can affect to it as well. (Hammersley 2013,

69.) I chose to use semi-structured interview, the theme interview, because all the ques-

tions are around the same theme. Semi-structured interview allowed the interview ques-

tions be flexible and there was not two similar interviews with similar questions. The main

themes and the questions under themes stayed constant, but some of the questions came af-

ter the interviewee’s point. (Hirsijärvi & Hurme 2011, 48.) To build the interview frame, I

used the study from Tsang, Ng and Lian (2013) and my own experiences as an internation-

al student to qualify adaption paths into the student community. Based on these two factors

I created the interview frame (see appendix 1) that includes six different themes: back-

ground, language, studying, living, free time and culture + adaption. The theory of this

study supports the interview frame and was build together at the same time with the frame.

The interview questions were also guiding the theory framework, which means that the in-

terview questions were made before I finished the theory part.

I gave my research questions for my interviewees beforehand, because it gives them the

possibility to access to the questions and provide more information in their answers (Tuo-

mi & Sarajärvi 2009, 73). In the theme interview, the themes come from the theoretical

background of the research, which will offer the guidelines in the interview and provide

answers to the research question (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2009, 75). The interview questions

were simple and brief and I tried to create diverse set of questions including emotional, be-

havioral, experiential and descriptive questions in order to get various kinds of answers to

my research question. Also I tried to give interviewees a lot of time to think their answers
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with the silent moments. I think that also made the interview more comfortable for the in-

terviewees because I was not only shooting questions after one another. (Kvale & Brink-

mann 2009, 134-138.)

I interviewed six international students who are studying or have studied in Oklahoma

State University and seven from the University of Helsinki more than six months. The in-

terviewees are from different continents; Asia, Africa, Europe and South-America. This

gives more perspectives to this study. Four women and three men were from the University

of Helsinki, but from Oklahoma State University, I interviewed six men. Women and men

might use different kind of paths, which affect to the results I became up with from Okla-

homa State Unversity. Also cultures have an effect to the answers, in some cultures it is not

acceptable to bring out negative feelings or opinions of others. This might have affected to

the results presented in this study.

I decided to choose students, who have studied longer than six months in a host country,

because the time less than six months is not long enough to acculturate into the culture.

Most of acculturative problems become in a beginning of study abroad, but with time both

sociocultural and psychological adjustments will increase. (Ward & Kennedy 1996, 424.)

Seven interviews were located in the Library of University of Helsinki, which I thought is

proper place to interview students about their acculturation into the student community. As

a place, the library was central and well known for all of them, which was meant to make

them feel comfortable and relaxed. The environment was also meant to stimulate their an-

swers and set the feeling of safe ground to share their experiences. All the acculturation

experiences are tight up to the context and the feelings in the moment of interview affected

to their answers. (Hammersley 2013, 54-56.) Two of the interviews were in Italy during

my vacation, but rests of the interviews were conducted through Skype during the summer.

The Skype interviews were recorded with my computer and it was easy to carry out since I

knew all these six interviewees in some level before. Afterwards, I think it would have

been better to interview only unfamiliar international students, because it was harder to

keep it official situation. Also with unfamiliar students it was easier to keep my own feel-

ings away and I could have been more objective when analyzing the results. (Tuomi & Sa-

rajärvi 2009, 36.)
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6.3 Analyzing the Transcripts

I transcripted all interviews from an oral to a written mode, which helped me to do closer

analysis.  I  tried  to  do  transcriptions  right  after  the  interviews  when  I  had  those  in  fresh

memory. This improves the validity of the interviews and the transcripted versions. The

biggest challenge with the transcriptions was students’ different accents, which made it

harder to transcript some interviews from the recording. I listened the interviews again

while reading the written versions to be sure all the interviews were transcripted right

(Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, 184; Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2011, 185.) Some of the words were

hard  to  understand  that  I  put  –  there,  also  I  marked  ()  all  the  words  that  I  was  not  quite

sure.

After transcripting

the interviews I read

them closely through

and created a kind of

base idea for the cat-

egories (see picture

1). I read the tran-

scripts through again

and underlined the

text based on the

categories/ different

paths. The theoreti-

cal framework be-

came visible in the

interviews and formed categories. This also proves that the research is abductive. (Tuomi

& Sarajärvi 2009.) I laid all notable comments on the table and categorized them. First I

found more  than  12  categories,  but  some of  them I  was  able  to  combine.  After  all  there

were nine main categories: social support, social gatherings, language, failed tries to adapt,

class, prior arrival, housing, orientation and behavior patterns The interviews contained

180 notable comments,  from where I  picked the most different ones to present in this re-

Picture 1. Categorizing the comments from the interviews.
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port (85 pc.) (see appendix 2). From the appendix 2, it is also possible to see how I ended

up to these nine categories.

All the interviewees are named UH 1, UH 2… OSU 1, OSU 2 to maintain the difference

between the international students’ comments from Oklahoma State University (OSU) and

the University of Helsinki (the UH). Writing down the results, I used (….) to describe that

the comment has been taken out from the bigger context; some sentences are left out.

When some words are left out, I used (…) to mark that. Some comments were really long,

which  is  why I  needed  to  make  them shorter  in  this  report.  The  report  is  more  clear  and

easier to read when the comments are shorter and as different as possible from each other.

This will summarize the different paths better.

6.4 The Ethics of the Interview and the Study

In the same letter with the interview questions, I gave a letter to all my interviewees, which

concluded my research question and general information and the purpose of the study. I al-

so let all the interviewees know that the whole interview process is confidential and all the

answers are processed anonymously. To make sure all the interviewees understood the

process, I went through the confidentiality and the purpose of my research again. All the

names are changed into fictitious names to keep participants identity unrecognizable

(Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, 272).  I followed all the responsible conducts of research prac-

tices defined by Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity to make this study and its

implementation ethical and reliable (Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity, re-

ferred 9.9.2014).

The interviewees did not have any risks to participate to the research, and they knew how

the research process was moving forward. (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009. 71.) Before the in-

terview, all the participants knew that the interview would be recorded. Audio recording

gave me an option to concentrate to the interview situation and its dynamics while I could

do the analysis later. Also the situation is more comfortable for the interviewee when the

interviewer is not writing down everything during the interview. Conversation is more flu-

ent without writing breaks. (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, 179; Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2011, 92.)
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I answered all the questions that the interviewees had for me about the interview situation

and the whole research project. Also I was seeking to report all the results as accurate as

possible and following all the ethical and moral steps as if maintain the confidentiality and

anonymity of interviewees. (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, 74.) I tried to keep my nationality

tucked away, because I did not want it to affect how the participants will answer.

Kaisa-talo, the main library of the University of Helsinki, was the familiar environment for

the UH interviewees and closely related to the university life and adaptation into the stu-

dent community. All the interviewees felt comfortable in the quiet room and the conversa-

tions were private. In the first minutes of the interview, the interviewees felt the ground

and decided how open they are going to be in the situation (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009,

128). I tried to be social and positive, so the interviewees would have felt comfortable to

ask any questions. I told them about my own study abroad experience, which helped them

to realize that I have been in a similar situation and also had similar experiences. Live in-

terviews were better with unfamiliar students, because it gave us the chance to get to know

each other little bit before the interview. It helped the interviewees to relax and be more

open in the interview situation. (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, 129.)

The interviews through Skype were very different and I knew all the interviewees before-

hand.  The  Skype  was  definitely  a  harder  environment,  but  the  familiarity  of  participants

made it more comfortable and easier. Also I was scared that the interview might be hard to

do for students I knew beforehand, but all the interviews were handled by following the

ethical rules and respecting participant’s autonomy.

7 Results

In the analysis part, I divided the notable comments in to nine different categories, which

are all presented here; each category has some comments from the interviewees as an ex-

ample. All the categories and subcategories are presented in the appendix 2. The research

question is “What kind of paths international students use to acculturate into the student
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community in Oklahoma State University and in the University of Helsinki?” There are

nine main paths and each subchapter includes the interviewees’ comments of these paths.

7.1 Prior Arrival

Many of the students had some kind of knowledge about the culture and the university they

were going. UH 1 was in Finland as an exchange student doing the Bachelor’s Degree,

which have helped a lot with the culture shock and adjusting into the student community

during the Master’s degree.

UH 1: (…) I was here before as an exchange student (….)

Students from the neighbor countries have visited Finland and Helsinki before so the cul-

ture is partly familiar to them. UH 5 thought that even though a student has been visiting as

a tourist, the familiar environment supports the cross-cultural adaptation. It also mitigates

the culture shock.

UH 5: (…) It wasn't really a culture shock, I knew where i was coming into so

UH 5: Am Helsinki never felt like super foreign country

OSU 1 thought that visiting similar countries than your host country also helps to foster

adaptation and understanding of cultural differences. It is possible to avoid culture shock

by using the earlier knowledge from thevisited places.

OSU 1: Aah because I've been to UK before and it's pretty much the same thing so

probably that's why

Not only the similar culture, but as well as similar people helps to build friendships, at least

that  is  what  UH 7  reasoned.  Habits  in  Finland  are  similar  to  those  than  in  UH 7’s  home

country— people seek to be on time and organized in their life. UH 6 was active prior arri-

val in Finland by trying to learn some basic Finnish skills.
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UH 7: Yeah also that the people here are organized and like on time and so on, that's

also what we are back home so it was quite nice to see that

UH 6: (…) I learnt by myself in Hong Kong

Both UH 5 and UH 3 tried to find out about the new university and culture by themselves

prior arrival. This allowed them to know valuable things prior their arrival. Website and

blog are both great ways to gain information and make the arrival easier by concentrating

on meeting new people.

UH 5:The University of Helsinki new students actually the blog is really nice, it ac-

tually helps a lot when I just moved

UH 3: (…) Before I came here the website helped quite much

Blogs, and especially Facebook, offer a place to meet people as well.

7.2 Orientation

For many students the orientation week is the first official place to meet new students after

arrival.  It  also  gives  useful  information  about  the  university,  its  events  and  student  com-

munity. Most of the time, formed friendships will stay during the whole study abroad time.

The international students were separated from the local students, which made them meet

mostly other international students. Orientations are supposed to help to lighten the culture

shock by sharing some of the most typical American behavior with incoming new students.

UH 2 and OSU 1 both agreed that orientation was big part of their adaptation and vital for

meeting fellow students.

UH 2: (…) I think the international ääm the introduction week, those yeah, I think

those activities during that week helped me to understand how the university works

and also meet my friends that I have now (….)
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OSU 1: Yes they had orientation for new international students, it was different from

the American students, we get to understand the culture and they also like a told us

about their own culture so we don't mistake the body language from American

It is easier to understand other international students since they are almost all going

through the same processes to adapt. Both OSU 4 and OSU 5 thought that international

students form groups by themselves since they are all missing social support in the host

university. It is easier to build friendships with students who are in a similar situation and

can relate to their experiences and problems they are facing. A comfortable feeling helps to

make students to build more relationships.

OSU 4: Aaahm they had an orientation and that's for all the international students so

you get to meet people from different countries, before you meet like the Americans

you meet people from other countries so it kind of helps you settle in a lot better,

makes you feel comfortable like you’re not the only one who is there from some-

where else

OSU 5: Actually i think it was helpful because usually students that have already

been studying there, I mean it's not like they don't wanna know you but they already

have their groups and they don't pay attention to new students very much and well in

new international students always need more people to hangout with (....)

Some students find Finnish culture very hard to adapt into, especially the ones who come

from very different countries like from Asia or southern Europe. The orientation gives

them very valuable information about Finns and the procedures in the UH and in Finland

in general.  UH 4 thought that  in the context of this study, Finns are very responsible and

independent in life and studying.

UH 4: (…) Finland has a different way of integrate you because Finland is really

about responsibility and independence so it was really like okay you have to do that

and that (….)
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Every incoming international student gets a tutor, who most likely has experienced the

country the student is coming from. A tutor is usually a student’s first connection to the

new culture, which makes the interaction between a tutor and a student even more im-

portant. UH 7 thought that having a tutor was a big help especially what comes to everyday

chores.

UH 7: (….) I also had a tutor because she could tell me like a lot about also like su-

permarkets and stuff like that, so it was quite good to have that.

Many international students thought that a tutor had a positive effect on adaptation into the

new culture and student community as well.

7.3 Housing

Some of the international students lived very close by each other, which gave them a lot of

opportunities to meet each other outside of the university. Some apartments have common

rooms  where  the  students  can  gather  together,  cook  or  hangout  with  each  other.  UH  4

thought that common room is a good place to meet other students since it is a place where

many students hang out on their free time. This offers great opportunities to meet fellow

students; both international and Finnish. OSU 6 also thought that living in dorms is ex-

tremely good way to meet other students, because of the opportunity to see them around a

lot.

UH 4: (….) We have like a common room and sometime we go there and just hang

out together, we go somewhere like sometimes you know you are not close friend to

all of them but if they are hanging out and you are welcome

OSU 6: Yeah I think in the dorms we get to see everyone in a daily basis all the time

so that interaction is a lot grater (...) I would say you have a lot more better friends

when you live in the dorms because you see them all the time

Some apartments have a committee that organizes events for its residents. The purpose is

to get people to meet other residents and enjoy time together. Many times they try to attract
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people by offering free food or other free things. OSU 3 noted that food is a great way to

attract to participate and many students come join these events.

OSU 3: Yes whenever they have event in dormitory building or like in a student soci-

ety, I always try to get involved with the event or attend to the event, because most

times they give free food (….)

A few of the international students have family ties to Stillwater or Helsinki, which helped

them to meet more people and find housing easily off campus. For example,  UH 2 has a

boyfriend in Helsinki, which helped in meeting Finnish people immediately upon arrival.

UH 2: (...) from the start I got into a Finnish culture, it was no barrier or anything, I

from the start I was surrounded by Finnish people (…)

Family bonds usually also means that a student has visited the university and city before

studying abroad.

7.4 Class

Almost all of the international students thought that small classes are very easy way to

meet new students and make friends. The interaction makes students talk to each other

while studying. OSU 3 emphasized that interactive classes make students more active and

easier to approach. Also the smaller studying space is forcing students to sit closer to each

other and interact as well. UH 1 thought that it offers better chances to meet new people

and communicate with them. Smaller classes are also helping shy students to communicate

casually with other students.

UH 1: (….) small room you get a chance to know all of them and they know also like

you so instead of meeting a whole punch of people, you meet only a few of them

OSU 3: (….) in small classes the teacher was interacting with all students and the

teacher made all the students interact with each other by making some group pro-

jects or presentations (…)
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Although smaller classes were easy places to meet fellow students, UH 5 thought that big-

ger mass lectures are better, since there are much more people. Though in bigger classes a

student needs to be more talkative and extroverted to being able to talk with strangers.

OSU 4 gave an example that even basic conversation openers work and are able to break

the ice between students.

UH 5: (…) mass lecture because im kind of talkative, I just start talking to the person

sitting next to me (….)

OSU 4: (…) usually group work or i mean the basic the usual one which is hi can i

borrow your pen, or do you mind if i share your textbook or something

Interactive classes like language, sport and lab classes were also helping many students to

adapt into the student community. Students study together to improve their skills and to

achieve better results, as OSU 2 did. Teamwork is highly valuable in some classes and is

helping many students to increase the learning experience. Finnish language class helped a

lot UH 2; there the students had similar aim and they decided to work together to be able to

reach their goal.

UH 2: Ööö Finnish class helped a lot (….) those people are taking such an advanced

class you know so it's kind of the same situation and you end up meeting people who

wanted the same thing and we speak Finnish together to improve (…)

OSU 2: (…) we had lab meetings once in a week, which our advisor used to coordi-

nate all the single people works and that was when i start to meet the other guys in

the lab (…)

The international students from OSU emphasized the importance of teacher’s interaction in

classes. Increased teacher interaction increases student participation and makes the class

more effective and casual.
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7.5 Social Gatherings

Student organizations organize different kinds of events depending of the purpose of the

organization. It is up to students’ own will and activity to participate and it is totally volun-

tary. Students like OSU 3 participated, because of wanting to interact with more people.

Also the aim was to develop the organization to support international students even better

based on OSU 3’s experiences. Organizations were a big support for OSU 1 after arrival;

something to trust for and gain information about the local culture.

OSU 3: (….) I was participating that organization because I wanted to interact with

more people and I wanted to give advice to them how they should help the new inter-

national students based on to my experience

OSU 1: (…) they showed me how to live in the US and something I can rely on, I

wasn't alone

Organizations were also trying to mix Finnish and international students by organizing par-

ties and events. These organizations tend to tempt international students to come and inter-

nationalize  the  party.  UH 5  experienced  this  and  felt  that  it  was  really  nice  to  be  such  a

wanted guest.

UH 5: (…) they really want to have in their parties and these events who is not Finn-

ish, kind of doing internationalize stuff (…)

UH 5 felt that at least in the beginning there were so many activities to participate that

there was never a dull moment. There were always people around and no possibility to feel

an outsider. The activities helped UH 5 to meet lots of other students, but it means that an

international student needs to participate actively in the arranged activities.

UH 5: (…) I would say lot of activities, when I first came, I was never bored, never

alone, never had this time to think okay oh my god I’m alone I don't know anyone so

it was like many activities (….)
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For many international students, parties turned out to be easy places to meet new people.

For UH 3 it is the easiest place to speak with new people. Parties are also good places to

meet Finnish people as well according to UH 3.

UH 3: (….) The most time I speak to people is in the party

UH 3: (….) The other Finnish friend aaam i met quite lot at the party (….)

OSU 3: Hmm I think it's easier to make friends in party or bars because they are all

there because they wanna have fun and talk with other people (…)

For UH 6 the alcohol plays a big part since it helps to be more relaxed and socialize with

strangers. Here also a Facebook becomes a big factor building new friendship between the

UH 6 and strangers.

UH 6: (…) I  always go there to meet my own friends but sometimes i  become very

drunk and I start talking with stranger and we add each other Facebook and then we

become friends (…)

The party atmosphere makes people more relaxed and social, it is time to forget school and

other worries; it makes people more open to new friendships. People get more excited

about new cultures and people within this atmosphere. OSU 4 said that the type of party af-

fects the interactions between people even though they are more relaxed. In some parties it

is harder to connect with people, the ambiance and your own attitude influences a lot.

OSU 4: (….) when you meet people at parties, they are more relaxed, they are open

to do different things, they wanna learn things, not academic wise but you know, so-

cially when you’re at the party, you meet someone at the person's natural element

(….)

OSU 4: (….) it depends what kind of vibe you get from the party to know if you’re

actually gonna meet people, I mean every party I feel like you meet people it's just

how well you can connect with those people
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Especially in Oklahoma State University sports were huge factor in adaptation into the stu-

dent community. OSU 4 and OSU 1 used to play soccer a lot and meet many new people

through soccer; both international and American students. Students not only meet on the

soccer field but later on campus and elsewhere as well.

OSU 1: (…) it made me meet people who loved the same sport than me and had

something in common with me

OSU 4: Yeah because everyone every one here plays it, you're talking international

students even the Americans, they actually have the competition Intramurals you

know you get to play against all the people and you know from there people talk you

after the game like depending how good you were how bad you were so you meet

people from there and you meet them later on campus (....)

The sport culture is different in the US and OSU has huge sport facilities especially for

American football and basketball. Games bring current students together with alumni and

other people around Oklahoma to Stillwater to cheer their teams. Tailgating happens be-

fore the actual game, where people get together camping around the stadium.

OSU 4: (….) I feel like tailgating is part of the ritual that you follow because there

are lots of things you do before the actual game, you see people who camp outside

the game, you see people tailgating, you actually wanna experience all this (….)

Everyone is cheering and getting ready for the game, which gives international students a

great opportunity to experience this all and blend in. The atmosphere is also promoting so-

cializing and interaction with everyone.

7.6 Behavior Patterns

The behavior patterns category is about, how the students act with cultural differences and

networking with other students. After UH 4 and UH 1 learnt how Finns are, they changed

their own behavior to fit more into the Finnish way. First UH 4 found that Finns are very
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rude, but after learning that it  is  totally normal for Finns to act  the way they do, it  is  not

about being rude, it is just the way Finns are. UH 4 also noticed that interacting with Finns

got a lot easier when s/he learnt the way to communicate with them and understood the dif-

ference to her/his own culture. For UH 1 it was also changing the behavior more Finnish

way; afterwards it made it easier to meet Finns.

UH 1: (….) The more you act like them, it's the more they look at you on the same

way

UH 4: (….) Finnish people are too straight that's honestly they are too straight too

rude, but it's not like that when you learn how it goes, then you really appreciate they

give you the space and they won't disturb you

UH 4: But it's a balance because of course I think that in some point I realize that if

they need a space okay I’m going to give them space but at some point I’m going to

try not give a space, you know like you say hello my name is - and you say a joke, if

they don't understand its like playing little bit with the distance

OSU 2 noticed that the more you stay interested of cultural differences it helps to adapt in-

to the student community. Cultural understanding helps to perceive the differences and

adapt behavior to fit with these differences.

OSU 2: (….) If you're curious about the differences between you and another guy or

a person that's a good starting point. I meant that helps you building new relation-

ships

Adapting into the student community, OSU 6 thinks that confidence is also important.

With confidence it is easier to approach new people and start conversation. As UH 5 has

noticed, it takes courage to start the conversation with Finnish fellow students.

OSU 6: (…) I guess you need to be a little confident as well (…)
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UH 5: (….) Finnish people are maybe a bit shy to start talking but if you do, they

will not close you and say okay I don't know this girl, they will start answering so the

main point is not to be shy and try to try to communicate that's basically it

OSU 3 was very active in meeting new people and trying to constantly meet them. Even

the language will not become a problem if a student tries hard. Most people appreciate the

act more than the right grammar and language.

OSU 3: (…) I was always trying to talk with them with my not really good English

but they was understanding like what I was trying to say so I was able to make

friends because they were really nice and I was trying hard

Even a student does not have to be extroverted, but OSU 5 rates the characteristic more

important than any personality trait. Open minded-ness will also help to meet more people

and make friends.

OSU 5: You definitely need to be extroverted or at least try to, I think you need to be

kind to other people and basically you need to be open to make new friends and get

to know each other

Most importantly staying open minded and being active are the most important qualities a

student can have. Those are also the things that most often guarantee the adaptation into

the student community. There is always someone who to hang out with when participating

into events and parties.

7.7 Language

English language skills are very helpful since most of the international students speak it,

and it is official language in the US. Some international students might still have some

problems to use it since it might not be their native tongue originally. OSU 4 thought that it

is an advantage if a student comes from English speaking country. There will not be any

troubles with the language, which makes it easier to adjust into the new culture and student
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community. English language skills helped OSU 1 to make new friends easier and support

the other students with their poor language skills.

OSU 4: So I guess I had the advantage from coming from English speaking country

OSU 1: It help me make friends from other countries, some of them didn't really un-

derstand English that well and since I did, and I'm not American, I could really re-

late to them and I had the patience with them (…)

Even though most students speak English, there are still students who share some other

language; for example Spanish is very commonly spoken. OSU 5 liked to have some stu-

dents who speak the native tongue; it brought some safety and familiarity into the adapta-

tion  process.  For  some  students,  like  UH  7,  they  really  want  to  learn  to  speak  English,

which makes them to avoid talking with their native tongue. Speaking English with other

students is also a good way to find friends, since most people in Finland speak English.

OSU 5: (….) But it's just special to find someone to talk to your mother language

UH 7: (…) I didn't actually want to hang out only with Germans because then I

speak all the time German and that is not the point while I’m here because I also

wanted to improve my English so

In Finland UH 5, UH 1 and UH 2 kept Finnish language skills important if a student was

willing to find Finnish friends and fully adapt into the culture. UH 2 thought that it would

be easier to know Finnish and the faster you learn, the easier it will be to adapt and meet

Finnish students. For UH 2, Finnish would be last thing to do for being able to adapt into

the surrounding culture. UH 5 was thinking the same, communicating in Finnish will open

up Finns a lot more and it makes it easier to adapt into the student community and culture

in Finland.

UH 5: (….) I don't talk really good Finnish now as well I make a lot of mistakes but

it opens people to you a lot because they are so happy to hear it (….)
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UH 1: So Finnish will be like kind of like a last step I could take to get into the Finn-

ish culture

UH 2:(…) you have to learn Finnish, and the faster you do, the easier it will be

Finnish language skills were important, especially when a student wanted to stay in Fin-

land after graduation.

7.8 Social Support

Students from OSU and the UH became friends with other international students in the be-

ginning of their study abroad experiences. OSU 1 and UH 5 both thought that you first

meet international students and after that you start to meet local students little-by-little. The

friendships with other international students are easier to form since they are all in a simi-

lar situation; all of them are foreigners in a new culture.

OSU 1: Most of my friends were international students (….) Mostly because we can

relate to each other better than we do with the Americans because we all are in a

foreign land and like we are both going through the same situation (…)

UH 5: (…) it was like first international, well the tutors the Finnish guys and then lit-

tle by little Finnish ones

According to UH 4, it is easier to confront cultural differences together with your friends.

They could all  relate to those weird habits and then wonder them together and get use to

these. In UH 1’s opinion other international students give very important support especial-

ly for cultural differences. Not only international friends, but friends in general, have a ma-

jor role as supporters.

UH 4: (…) my friends, aam because they were also Erasmus, like they had also the

problems like oh we hate Finnish people at the beginning and you don't understand

anything and you ask to your friends like don't you think that thing is weird (….)
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UH 1: (….) friends will help you to get used to the culture

Family  relations,  like  OSU  6  had  in  Stillwater,  are  benefiting  a  lot  of  their  existing  net-

work. Knowing some people before arrival is a huge advantage and it helps to make more

friends; adapting into the student community happens faster and it is not so stressful.

OSU 6: Well when my brother previously went OSU he had some friends, which

stayed here to work and study in the US and I met his friends which helped me

Making friends might need some persistence, like OSU 3 told. Trying hard and being ac-

tive is the best way to meet people and that way make even more friends. UH 1 thought it

was difficult to approach Finns, but after getting a few friends it started to be easier.

OSU 3: It was not easy for the first time but I was trying to talk with them a lot and

finally I could make some friends

UH 1: (….) maybe to approach Finnish people even thou they are like nice, but it

was a bit difficult but yeah now that I know most also like other Finnish people, it's

easier to say hi and just start talking with them and getting introduced with new peo-

ple

Also when a student succeeds to make couple of Finnish friends, it is easier to gain more

friends through them. As also UH 1 highlights, it is easier to get introduced for more peo-

ple through existing friendships.

7.9 Failed Tries to Adapt

This  category  summarizes  all  the  failed  tries  that  international  students  had  in  order  to

adapt into the student community. OSU 5 would have loved to make more friends during

the stay abroad, but s/he had a feeling that the American students were not so interested to

make international friends. UH 4 had similar feelings in Finland; most Finnish students had

their own lives and they were not so interested to make more friends, especially with for-

eigners.
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OSU 5: (…) honestly I would have loved to make more American friends but as I

said before they probably were too busy getting their major and stuff and they did-

n't wanna spend much time meeting new people especially from other countries

UH 4: (…) it is harder to know Finnish students than Erasmus student because be-

cause Erasmus don't have anything here and they don't have network like Finnish

people has their own lives (…)

Particularly in the beginning, international students felt like they are outside of the culture

and  student  community.  UH 1  felt  like  they  are  way different  from Finns,  but  with  time

they started to adapt and get used to the cultural habits and differences.

UH 1: Oh yeah in the beginning it was hard because it was only like ee me and my

classmates and we were like totally stranger outside the Finnish population (….)

UH 4 found it hard to get used to the differences, because Finnish students came across

with the attitude that only their  way of doing things is  the only right way. It  would have

been easier to adapt into the student community if the other students were more under-

standing and not judging his/her habits so strongly.

UH 4: (…) sometimes it's hard because they are saying to you your way is bad so

you're like okay (….)

UH 3 had troubles in adapting into the student community, because s/he did not find any

interesting activities and most times decided to stay at home. UH 3 wanted to participate to

the sport classes at a gym, but s/he thought the moves were too hard and probably s/he was

not  able  to  do  them.  UH 3  was  not  active  to  participate  to  the  events,  which  might  have

caused the feeling of loneliness.

UH 3: (…) I usually find my friends hangout but not so much here, I don't know, I

didn't find any interesting activities here in Finland in Helsinki. So I didn't go out

that much, I usually just stay at home
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UH 3: (…) I wish to know some people but it's strange, no on doing the gym. I was

thinking to take some courses in the gym but most of them or 90% are girls and

then it changed me to going the course, the class. I don't think I’m able to do those

the sport activities (...)

UH 2 was hoping more interaction to classes since now the classes does not support com-

munication between students and a professor at  all.  The classes do not help you to make

new friends and most of the time students have quite passive role in a classroom.

UH 2: (….) I haven't got any new friends there, friends that I didn't know before the

introduction course because well I think the dynamic of the class is not good for

making friends, because it's a seminar so basically teachers speaks you listen and

then you go home, there is no much interaction between the students and also with

the teacher, the classes are quite quiet.

UH 7: Hmm I think maybe it would have been better to speak Finnish because now

it was just like, I was just hanging out with the exchange students and English was

the only language we all spoke (….)

For UH 7 it was hard not to understand or speak Finnish, since it made her/him to feel little

awkward. UH 7 also felt like s/he had to hang out with other exchange and international

students because not knowing Finnish.

7.10 Summary of the Results

In OSU and the UH the international students use many kind of paths to adapt into the stu-

dent community. As a result from 13 interviews, I found nine different categories for these

paths: prior arrival, orientation, housing, class, social gatherings, behavior patterns, lan-

guage, social support and failed tries to adapt. The figure 1 on the next page shows the

whole summary of the results and also gives opportunity to compare OSU and the UH be-

tween each other and different emphasizing between paths.



50Paths into the student community

Oklahoma State
University

Prior Arrival

Orientation

Housing

Social
Gatherings

Behavior
Patterns

Class

Language

Social Support

The University of
Helsinki

· Sports:	playing	team	sports,	
Sport	events	

· Organizations	
· Parties	

· Activities	
· Live	together	with	other		

International	students	

· Meet	international	students	

· Similarities	between	home	
and	host	country	

· International	students	
· Family	
· Co-national	friends	

· English	skills	
	

· Small	classes	
· Interaction	between		

students	and	professors	

· Talkative	
· Curiosity	

· Searching	information	

· Tutoring	
· Orientation	

· Common	rooms	

· Parties	

· Extrovert	
· Similarities	with	Finns	
· Get	used	to	differences	

with	time	

· Language	class	

· Motivation	to	learn		
English	and	Finnish	

· International	Friends	
· Co-national	friends	

Failed Tries
to Adapt

· Tried	to	meet	more	locals	
· Hard	to	find	time	from	local		

Students	
· Difficulties	to	understand	locals	

· Finns	do	not	adjust	with		
Differences	

· Problematic	class	dynamic	
· Language	problems	

Figure 1. Summary of the results
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Many students thought it helped that they had some earlier knowledge about the country

they  were  going  or  at  least  some  similar  country.  Cultural  similarities  and  habits  helped

some students a lot since the cultural difference was not big. Especially UH incoming stu-

dents were active to find out more from Internet, the UH blog and other similar places. Just

after arriving to their host universities, the students had orientation day, which most of the

students felt really good about. Orientation days are great place to meet other international

students and learn a lot about the new university and the culture. All the activities felt help-

ful in building new friendships.

Dormitory housing was helpful in getting inside the student community since students get

to meet each other every day. Also common rooms were places where most students liked

to hang out if  they had such a space in their  apartment complex. Some students lived to-

gether and had same classes,  which made them even closer to each other.  Big part  of the

interviewees thought that small classes were more interactive and helped to meet different

kind of students. Also language classes brought students with shared goal together, which

really helped them to bond with new people and increase their language skills.

Social gatherings such as organization events, parties, other activities and sport events

helped students who stayed active and participated to those. Sport activities were actually a

popular path only at OSU; the international students felt that the soccer field was a great

place to meet other international students and Americans as well. Also OSU sport events

such as American football games and the tail-gaiting before that made it easy to meet new

people in a great atmosphere.

Parties came up several times and most of the students thought it was maybe the best place

to make new friends and adapt into the student community; depending of the party. Some

students were members in student organizations, which organized different events and

helped students to adapt into the student community and the new university environment.

International students felt that they affected to their adaptation also with the way they be-

haved. They stayed with the open mind and tried to understand the differences and get used

to those. Being extroverted, curious and confident were listed as important traits along with
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being active to participate in different events. Some of them had troubles to meet locals

through school, but parties where students were drunk ended up being a great place to so-

cialize with new students.

International students in Finland were hoping to know some Finnish language since they

felt that it would have helped to meet more Finns, now they got mostly international stu-

dents as their friends. Some were hoping to meet more local students, but they felt like they

were too busy to make international friends; this was typical both to Finns and Americans.

Even though most of the Finnish students speak English, they felt that Finns would be

more open if they get a chance to communicate with their native tongue. English was vital

for every international student, because it was the only commonly shared language be-

tween students and professors. Some students felt comfortable to speak with their native

tongue with other students, but some wanted to avoid that in case to increase their English

skills.

One student from the UH had troubles to adjust into the student community; s/he was not

active or interested of the surrounded activities. This also affected her/his social support in

the host university.  International students were all  supporting each other’s and helping to

adapt into the culture and student community. Only couple of the interviewees had some

kind of family ties beforehand, which helped them to meet locals as well as international

students.

8 Discussion

In this section, the results will be combined with the theory framework and earlier re-

search. The purpose of this study was to find paths that international students use in accul-

turation into the student community in Oklahoma State University and in the University of

Helsinki. All the paths they ended up using, were categorized into nine categories: prior ar-

rival, orientation, housing, social gatherings, behavior patterns, class, language and social

support. Among the interviewees there were some students, who were planning on staying
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in the host country if they managed to get a job; the rest of them went or are planning on

going back home.

Most of the international students were actively participating in the orientation week as

well as other social activities around the campus and the city. They tried to accept the dif-

ferences together as a group or as individuals and most often they learnt new cultural hab-

its and were able to understand local students together. Similar struggles make internation-

al students to form their network and offer social support for each other.

A student’s activity level turned out to be very important factor in acculturation process,

and attempts to change and adapt were producing some results eventually. The most popu-

lar friendship network was, as Bochner (2006) described, the group of international stu-

dents. Big part of the interviewees told that friendships with other international students

were easiest to form because of the similar situation. This study had similar results of

formed host country friendships as Woolf (2007): the international students felt like it is

hard to approach these local students since they have already formed friendships and they

seemed busy with their lives. The acculturation paths to form friendships with host country

students were longer and with a persistant attitude and motivation some of the students

formed these friendships with time.

Assimilation ended up being the most used acculturation strategy among international stu-

dents, because they did not feel a need to fully integrate into the student community and

culture. The length of stay played important role in acculturative strategies: assimilation

was enough for students who did not plan to stay in the host country after graduation; inte-

gration was the goal for students who planned to stay longer after graduating. Students,

who wanted to fully integrate, used more time to learn language and meet local students.

Other international students settled to stay friends only with other international students.

The aim of the study abroad period affected to the chosen paths for the students. The most

motivated  students,  whose  aim  was  to  fully  integrate,  got  familiar  with  the  host  country

more  effectively  prior  their  arrival.  Some  of  these  students  had  friends  or  other  existing

network in the country, which they used as social support. Social support as a path had two

different forms: some international students used their existing local network along with
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the one formed after arriving; some of the students created their social support network on-

ly after arriving to the university. Liebkind and Jasinskaja-Lahti (2000) have similar re-

sults; family relations and support networks decreases acculturative stress and reduce mis-

understandings with local students. Also local network grows easier because of the already

existing contacts.

Most of the interviewees concentrated to the quality of their friendships since they used to

hang out with the same group they started in the beginning with. In addition, a student’s

friendship network increased little by little after social activities, classes and other happen-

ings. (Ward & Rana-Deuba 2000; Yeh & Inose 2003.) With time also host country friend-

ships  were  formed  in  both  OSU  and  the  UH.  Most  of  the  international  students  claimed

that parties are good places to meet locals since they are in a casual mood and a little

drunk, and that way even more eager to socialize regardless of the nationality.

Some of the students admitted that it was nice to have co-national friends, but they did not

end up form friendships only with them; co-nationals had more supportive role during their

studying abroad period. Same as Woolf (2007), Ward and Searle (1991) reported from

their research; some UH and OSU students admitted it felt safer to have some co-national

friends.  Results are similar to McLeod and Lin (1977) as well,  when it  came to safety of

co-national friendships. Through Facebook it is possible to connect becoming co-national

fellow students  and  explore  the  new host  country  with  them prior  arrival.  Especially  the

UH students used this as a path.

The sport as a path was one of the most effective one in OSU. Sports helped the interview-

ees to meet more friends through team sports; it was a place to meet both other internation-

al and local students. Sport as a path was effective in OSU because the student subculture

has long history through school athletes and sporting events. This kind of university sport

culture is not existing in the UH. Student organizations gave a support for students in the

beginning and later in their studies. Especially cultural organizations were important places

to meet co-national friends and share experiences. In the UH, students felt like there are no

sport activities, where you meet new students. Also organizations stayed pretty unknown

for them except the international student organizations.
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Finnish culture caused some troubles to adapt, because Finns can give a rude first impres-

sion.  Many  students  tried  variety  of  paths  to  acculturate,  but  which  turned  out  not  to  be

working in the new culture and were failed tries to adapt. Lack of interesting activities,

long distances and unfamiliarity with local culture and its residents caused some troubles

in the beginning. After forming a social support network, they found a path to understand

these differences together. Understanding cultural differences are closely related to each

found path in this study, and motivation and open mind were key factors for students to

find their own paths and acculturation strategy.

In the UH, the students ended up learning certain kind of behavior that helped them to

meet local students and other international students as well. Using these different behavior

patterns as a path to acculturate through assimilation or integration helped them to make

more friends. The more they acted like Finns, the more open Finns were towards them. The

students described it as time consuming process, but once you start understand Finns, it all

gets much easier.

In OSU especially being extrovert became a helpful behavior path to acculturate. Ap-

proaching cultural differences is easier when a student stays open minded; conflicts are in-

evitable and might have positive outcomes as well. Conflicts are also a way to understand

differences, so those are not only negative factors in acculturation process. OSU and the

UH students both felt that cultural similarities are a huge factor helping them to acculturate

into the student community. The cultural habits are familiar, which let them to concentrate

for example building new friendships. Even there are similarities between many cultures; it

is bad to assume those similarities to exist (Vartiainen-Ora 2007, 18). Assumed similarities

usually cause even more stress when they will run into a conflict with their assumed con-

ceptions.

In acculturation process the behavior patterns as a path are connecting closely with the as-

similation strategy. Students are motivated to fit and that leads them to change their earlier

behavior. Motivation also thrives them to find out about their new host university prior ar-

rival. Assimilation is actively used when a student really wants to adapt and be part of the

community, but is not planning to stay there after graduation.
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One of the international students felt that s/he did not find any interesting activities from

Helsinki  and  spends  most  of  the  time  at  home.  A  student  needs  to  have  friendships  and

feeling of belonging in order to adapt and feel comfortable in a new environment (Zalenski

& Raspa 2006). Without feeling of belonging the whole study abroad gets a negative vibe

and affects to the way of how a students sees the whole country and its people. The student

had also problems with self-confidence, which affected to the way s/he interacted and par-

ticipated to events.

International students participated in various kinds of extra curricular activities in order to

interact with more people and get used to cultural differences. One student participated to

organization for international students, where the study abroad office collected information

from students: how to develop the international student study abroad program. These stu-

dents give valuable information and are highly part of the internationalization procedures.

Teamwork is a great way to meet new students and by mixing the groups, it brings more

ideas to develop the university.

Even though the purpose of the organized activities is to get people to interact and partici-

pate in order to meet more people, it also increases the value of the international study

abroad program in global markets, which fosters the popularity of the university. Orga-

nized activities are also generating the feeling of belonging for the international students;

which enforces them to feel more comfortable and get a positive image of the university,

city and the country in general. Besides adapting into the student community, activities

promote the internationalization of the university. (Knight 1999.) Other words, the univer-

sity’s internationalizing process encourages students to adapt even better into the host uni-

versity.

Because of the Finnish educational system, English is widely spoken and especially in the

UH environment, which helped all the interviewed international students from the UH to

adapt into the student community. The same for students from OSU, language skills were a

big factor to meet new people. All of the international students knew English well before,

so it did not cause them any stress and it let them function effectively. One student said

s/he had problems first, but s/he did not care about the language abilities; good self-

confidence helped to make friends and get involved on campus. Some students, who came
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to Finland, wanted to learn Finnish as well, because they have been hoping to find a job af-

ter their graduation. They all saw new language as an opportunity and also a necessity in

integrating into Finnish job markets. These students practiced with each other and faced all

the problems together, they felt it helped them to learn Finnish faster and speaking became

more comfortable. Some of the students studied some basic Finnish words before their ar-

rival, which helped them with everyday tasks. Language did not cause stress to any of the

students I interviewed.

Especially students, who wanted to learn Finnish, were really motivated to integrate into

the Finnish culture. Integration as acculturative strategy also increases the sociocultural ad-

aptation. Tsang, Ng & Lian (2013) emphasizes the importance of diverse social support in

integration. In their research they measured how students build their support network in a

university context. Wide social support network was also supporting better psychological

adjustment, which consist of trust and acceptance and expectations for life. These are relat-

ed to the paths also presented in this research. Social support turned out to be the strongest

path that all the interviewees had regardless of the university or acculturative strategy.

Marginalization and separation as acculturative strategy did not come up in this study

where the aim is to summarize paths that help students in acculturation process into new

student community. These nine paths helped students to acculturate by using integration

and assimilation as acculturation strategies.

9 Conclusion and Recommendations

This study is not meant to generalize anything, because there are not many interviewees

participating to the research. Also the answers are specifically tied to the cultures and the

differences between cultures. The acculturation into the student community depends on so

many things, such that generalizations are difficult to make. The topic of this study is im-

portant to me and close to my own experiences. I found it very interesting to see how many

different paths international students really use and how these are tide up to the context.
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The paths are not exluding each others and most often the students use these paths simulta-

neously.

First optional path would be prior arrival path, where students get familiar with their future

university culture and environment. Orientation path is in the beginning of their studies,

and as a compulsory path for every arriving student, most of the students used that to meet

other students. Unfortunately in most cases, orientations are separate between international

and Finnish students. Paths such as social gatherings, housing, language and social support

in the student community context became options after students arrived to the university

and settled down. Learning different behavior patterns was a useful path after getting fa-

miliar with the cultural aspects; as a path it brought along understanding of cultural differ-

ences. The path “failed tries to adapt” is summarizing the different paths students tried to

use in order to acculturate into the student community in OSU and the UH, but failed with

those because of the cultural differences, different attitudes between students or lacking in-

terests in a new environment.

While I was interviewing the students, I noticed that in general students from OSU had bet-

ter language skills than students in the UH. OSU students are surrounded with Americans

and communication with professors is in most part in their native languages. I think this of-

fers better language learning environment for students who want to develop their English

skills. The development in Finland is slower since English is not spoken all around the stu-

dents. This cannot be generalized either, because each student learns new languages very

differently and some students need more time.

The most motivated international students in the UH saw Finnish language skills as a final

step to ingrate, they chose acculturation path to actively develop their Finnish skills. This

also helped them network with Finnish students. Students, who use assimilation accultura-

tion strategy as learning a whole new language might not seem as relevant than students

who use integration strategy. Since Finnish language is pretty important part of accultura-

tion into Finnish culture, it would be a good idea to make a short class of Finnish as com-

pulsory part of their studies. It would make them learn the most basic things and make

them understand the basic structure of the language. In OSU, the students knew English
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well before their study abroad period; it was an obvious path for them, which helped them

to meet both international and local students more effectively.

Comparing the UH and OSU, there are things they could learn from each other. These can

be things that they already pursue, but are unknown for the international students. Team

sports, and sports in general, were very effective paths to meet people and gain social net-

work at OSU, the UH could establish the sport activities for international students together

with local students. Many international students can be afraid to try new team sports if they

have never tried it or they will have to go there alone. Instructed team sports for interna-

tional students are a great way to get them excited of the new sports. In this study, all OSU

interviewees were men, which might affect to the popularity of team sports as one path.

Also the different kind of sport culture in these universities, affects to the use of this path.

The sporting events are much bigger since in Finland there are not official sport leagues

between universities. The sport events in Finland are more concentrated outside the univer-

sity context, as different sport clubs playing in domestic and international leagues.

Social gatherings are big part of the acculturation process and all the interviewed interna-

tional students used this as a path somehow. Student organizations offer a good environ-

ment to interact with other students and social support for its members. As cultural organi-

zations offer both help to understand cultural differences and behavior patterns, it also of-

fers a great way to form friendships. Student organizations construct an important context

for students to use different paths to acculturate into the student communities. Especially in

the UH, student organizations should be presented more concrete way, since now many of

the students are not familiar with different organizations and activities they offer.

In UH most of the general lectures are pretty passive for students, and many of them were

hoping more interaction between professor and other students. In OSU students felt that in-

teraction was helping them to build relationships also with local students. Group works and

conversations in class are also helping them to learn more effectively. Althoug in OSU

students preferred smaller classes in order to build social network, bigger classes did not

give many opportunities for interaction either in OSU or the UH.



60

In the UH the English taught academic master programs have both Finnish and interna-

tional students, which would offer these students great networking possibilities. Increasing

and fostering the level of networking between these students, professors could create more

interactive environment. Interactive environment would also be more interesting to a pro-

fessor and encourage students for more active learning and participation. Many interna-

tional students in the UH, failed with their tries to adapt by using classes as a path to accul-

turate. They thought it is hard to approach other students and the class dynamic did not fos-

ter the interaction.

In the UH the tutoring was experienced as a very effective way to learn new things, but in

OSU students did not bring out their  tutors as a helpful resource when they were getting

ready to move and acculturate into the new culture and student community. This is some-

thing that OSU could develop with its tutors; many students wish to have more concrete

help when they arrive, but also prior arrival. Devoted and more consistent help makes in-

ternational students feel safer in a totally new environment. Also sociocultural adaptation

boosts psychological adaptation and decreases the stress (Tsang, Ng & Lian 2013).

Housing as a path to acculturate was depending of the international students’ attitudes. The

students both in the UH and OSU, who wanted to interact with other residents and partici-

pate in housing complex’s activities, experienced it as an effective way. Some of the stu-

dents did not find their housing option as a good path to network or acculturate into the

student community and failed with the lack of trying and motivation.

These advices are only meant to give these universities some kind of idea that students pre-

fer in order to acculturate and build social support network. The universities are operating

in two very different cultural contexts, which make their actions unique. The university

operations are tied into these contexts and are not straightly transferrable into a new con-

text.

There are a lot of different options for further research related to international students and

their acculturation. One interesting could be how cultures affect to adaptation in a host cul-

ture, maybe concentrate to biggest international student groups only. Especially students

who come from very different cultures than a host culture is, understanding these student
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groups is always very valuable for universities. The research is always very tied into the

context, which means that universities could make their own research in the field; it would

give most for their specific university context and help to build international programs.

Research concerning international students is very current because of the increasing

amount of the student mobility. A competition between universities is reviving and re-

search will find dysfunctional factors and help to develop these. All this will target to fas-

cinating more international students in the future and make a campus life even more di-

verse and international.
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Appendix 1 - Interview

Background
1. Why you wanted to study abroad? Is this your first time?
2. Why did you choose to study in Oklahoma?
3. What are you studying/what did you study abroad? Major?
4. How did university help in adaption? Was there orientation? Other activities? Tu-

toring/mentoring?

Language
5. Did you speak English before studying abroad?
6. How did your language skills developed? Did you notice any concrete develop-

ment, any situation where you noticed the difference?
7. How your language skills helped to adapt into a student community? How did it

help to get new friends? Tell example
8. What kind of problems you met because of language? With friends, in class?

Studying
9. What kind of classes helped you to meet new people?
10. Did you get good friends from your classes?
11. How you met new people in your classes?
12. How and where did you study?

Living
13. Where did/do you live?
14. Who did you live with?
15. Did you become friends with the people you lived with?
16. Did you participate in some activities in your apartment complex?
17. How did you spend holidays and special events? (For example Halloween, Thanks-

giving, Spring Break?)

Free Time
18. How did you spend your evenings on weekend and week time? Describe.
19. Did you used to party? What kind of parties?
20. Did you get friends from the parties? Was it easy to make friends there?
21. Did you find any troubles to find friends? What kinds of? How to overcome them?
22. Did you experience differences in communication with your friends? Misunder-

standings? Cultural differences?

Culture + adaption
23. Did you participate any organizations in your campus? What organizations?
24. What kind of activities you had with your organizations? Or did you participate any

events organized by some other organization?
25. What kind of troubles you had to adjust into a new student community? Tell an ex-

ample
26. What things helped you to adapt into student community? Describe some example

of activities.
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27. Did you participate any sport events? What kind?
28. Who did you go there with? Did you meet any new people there?
29. Did you belong to any sport team/league? Describe.
30. Did you get any new friends thru sports?

31. What did the experience meant to you?



72

Appendix 2 - The Qualitative Content Analysis
Housing

Data Extract
The Reduced Ex-

pression
Combining

factor The Term

UH 4: (….) We have like a common
room and sometime we go there and just
hang out together, we go somewhere like
sometimes you know you are not close

friend to all of them but if they are hang-
ing out and you are welcome

Get together with
other students in the

common room

Easy to
meet neigh-

bours

Housing

OSU 6: Yeah I think in the dorms we get
to see everyone in a daily basis all the

time so that interaction is a lot grater (...)
I would say you have a lot more better
friends when you live in the dorms be-

cause you see them all the time

In the dorms it is
easy to meet people

all the time

UH 6: (...)I have so many good friends in
my apartment they are from different

kinds of countries (...)

A lot of friends close
by

OSU 3: Yes whenever they have event in
dormitory building or like in a student so-
ciety, I always try to get involved with the

evvent or attend to the event because
most times they give free food (….)

Trying to get in-
volved all the events
the apartment com-

plex organizes Events
around the
apartment
complexUH 1: (...)the place where we organize is

next to Domus which is a building com-
plex for international students, it's easy
for them to go to the party and then you
just start to know more and more people

Lots of events next
to the apartment for

international students

UH 2: (...)from the start i got into a Finn-
ish culture, it was no barrier or anything, I
from the start i was surrounded by Finn-

ish people(…)

Living with a Finnish
boyfriend

Living apart
from Inter-
nationa stu-

dents
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UH 6: (…) my apartment is in city center
but my class is always in Viikki campus

and my classmates also lives near by
Viikki campus and hmm because of the

distance from this two places I don’t hang
out with them normally(….)

Living apart from
classmates

Class

Data Extract
The Reduced Ex-

pression
Combining

factor The Term

UH 5: (…) mass lecture because im kind
of talkative, I just start talking to the per-

son sitting next to me (….)

Mass lecture help to
meet people

Just talk

Class

OSU 4: (…) usually group work or i
mean the basic the usual one which is hi

can i borrow your pen, or do you mind if i
share your textbook or something

The basic conversa-
tion opener

OSU 3: I was actually having some sports
classes for example golf classes or bad-
minton or tennis classes and we used to

meet in a (...) university gym to play ten-
nis together

Sport classes help to
meet people

Interactive
classes

OSU 2: (…) we had lab meetings once in
a week, which our advisor used to coor-

dinate all the single people works and that
was when i start to meet the other guys in

the lab (…)

Lab meetings with
rest of the group

UH 2: Ööö Finnish class helped a lot
(….) those people are taking such an ad-
vanced class you know so it's kind of the
same situation and you end up meeting
people who wanted the same thing and
we speak Finnish together to improve

(…)

Language classes
help to meet people

OSU 3: (….) in small classes the teacher
was interacting with all students and the

teacher made all the students interact with
each other by making some group pro-

jects or presentations (…)

Interaction in small
classes
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OSU 1: (…) small class we can all actual-
ly get to know each other (…) small clas-

ses you get to know people better

Small classes help to
meet people

Small clas-
sesUH 1: (….) small room you get a chance

to know all of them and they know also
like you so instead of meeting a whole

punch of people, you meet only a few of
them

Smaller classes in-
stead of a lot of peo-

ple

Orientation

Data Extract
The Reduced ex-

pression
Combining

factor The Term

UH 2: (…) I think the international ääm the
introduction week,those yeah, I think those
activities during that week helped me to un-
derstand how the university works and also

meet my friends that i have now(….)

Activities during in-
troduction week

helped to meet peo-
ple

Adapting to
the culture

Orientation

OSU 3: Yeah and that was really helpful for
me to adapt to the new international school, a

new school in a different country

Adapting to the new
environment

UH 7: (….) I also had a tutor because she
could tell me like a lot about also like super-

markets and stuff like that, so it was quite
good to have that.

Tutors helping to
adapt in general

OSU 1: Yes they had orientation for new in-
ternational students, it was different from the
American students we get to understand the

culture and they also like a told us about their
own culture so we don't mistake the body

language from American

Orientation helps
understand the cul-
ture and avoid mis-

understandings

UH 4: (…) Finland has a different way of in-
tegrate you because Finland is really about

resposibility and independence so it was real-
ly like okey you have to do that and that (….)

Students in Finland Meeting
new people
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OSU 4: Aaahm they had an orientation and
that's for all the international students so you
get to meet people from different countries,

before you meet like the Americans you meet
people from other countries so it kind of

helps you settle in a lot better, makes you feel
comfortable like youre not the only one who

is there from somewhere else

Orientation helps to
meet other interna-
tional students who

understands you

OSU 5: Actually i think it was helpful be-
cause usually students that have already been
studying there, I mean it's not like they don't
wanna know you but they already have their
groups and they don't pay attention to new

students very much and well in new interna-
tional students always need more people to

hangout with (....)

Meeting other inter-
national students,

other students busy
with their old groups

Prior Arrival

Data Extract
The Reduced ex-

pression
Combining

factor The Term

UH 1: (…) I was here before as an ex-
change student (….) Earlier experience

Familiarity
and know-

ledge

Prior arri-
val

UH 5: (…) It wasn't really a culture
shock, I knew where i was coming into so

Knowledge about the
culture

UH 5: Am Helsinki never felt like super
foreign country Familiar country/city

OSU 1: Aah because i've been to UK be-
fore and it's pretty much the same thing

so probably that's why
Similarity of cultures
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UH 7: Yeah also that the people here are
organized and like on time and so on,

that's also what we are back home so it
was quite nice to see that

Similar kind of peop-
le

UH 6: (…) I learnt by myself in Hong
Kong Learning by himself

Active to
find out

UH 5:The University of Helsinki new
students actually the blog is really nice, it

actually helps a lot when i just moved

Following the Uni-
versity blog

UH 3: (…) Before i came here the web-
site helped quite much

Finding out from the
internet

Social Gatherings

Data Extract
The Reduced ex-

pression
Combining

factor The Term

OSU 3: (….) I was participating that or-
ganization because i wanted to interact
with more people and i wanted to give

advice to them how they should help the
new international students based on to my

experience

Supporting the or-
ganization develop-

ment

Organization
Social

Gatherings

OSU 1: (…) they showed me how to live
in the US and something i can rely on, i

wasn't alone
Helping to adjust

UH 5: (…) they really want to have in
their parties and these events who is not
Finnish, kind of doing internationalize

stuff (…)
Internationalizing the

organization

UH 3: (….) The most time i speak to
people is in the party

Easy to talk in the
party Party
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OSU 4: (….) when you meet people at
parties, they are more relaxed, they are
open to do different things, they wana

learn things, not academic wise but you
know, socially when youre at the party,

you meet someone at the person's natural
element(….)

Meeting people in
their natural element

OSU 3: Hmm I think it's easier to make
friends in party or bars because they are

all there because they wanna have fun and
talk with other people(…)

Everyone is at the
party to have fun and

socialize

UH 6: (…) I always go there to meet my
own friends but sometimes i become very
drunk and i start talking with stranger and
we add each other facebook and then we

become friends (…)

Being drunk helps to
socialize

UH 1: (…) when most of the people are
my friends in the party it's easier because
you know all of them and then you just

focus to the people you don't know (….)

Focus on the people
you don't know yet

UH 3: (….) The other Finnish friend
aaam i met quite lot at the party (….)

Meeting Finnish stu-
dents

OSU 4: (….) it depends what kind of vibe
you get from the party to know if youre

actually gonna meet people, I mean every
party I feel like you meet people it's just

how well you can connect with those
people

Depends of the vibe
of the party

UH 5:(…) I remember my first time i
couldn't sing anything I was kind of like
lalalalabut still it was really nice because
everybody around the table was explain-
ing like translating for me of course in

perfect English (….)

Attending to Sitsit

UH 5: (…) I would say lot of activities,
when I first came, I was never bored,

never alone, never had this time to think
okay oh my god im alone I don't know

anyone so it was like many activities (….)

Always many activi-
ties going on

OSU 4: Yeah because everyone every one
here plays it, you're talking international

students even the Americans, they actual-
ly have the competition Intramurals you
know you get to play against all the peo-
ple and you know from there people talk
you after the game like depending how

good you were how bad you were so you

Soccer helps to meet
people
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meet people from there and you meet
them later on campus (....)

OSU 1: (…) it made me meet people who
loved the same sport than me and had

something in common with me

Shared interests to
the team sport

OSU 4: (….) I feel like tailgating is part
of the ritual that you follow because there
are lots of things you do before the actual
game, you see people who camp outside
the game, you see people tailgating, you

actually wana experience all this(….)

Tailgating before
football games

Behavior Patterns

Data Extract
The Reduced ex-

pression
Combining

factor The Term
UH 1: (….) The more you act like them, it's
the more they look at you on the same way

Act the similar way
than Finns do

Understan-
ding the dif-

ferences Behavior
patterns

UH 4: (….) Finnish people are too straight
that's honestly they are too straight too rude,
but it's not like that when you learn how it

goes, then you really appreciate they give you
the space and they won't disturb you

Learning how Finn-
ish people are, helps
to understand them

UH 4: But it's a balance because oc course i
think that in some point i realize that if they

need a space okay im going to give them
space but at some point im going to try not

give a space, you know like you say hello my
name is - and you say a joke, if they don't un-
derstand its like playing little bit with the dis-

tance

Playin with the dis-
tance with Finns

UH 1: Maybe in the beginning the cultural
shock, like just not be used to be talking all
the time or be quiet even in busses or train
metro, it's quite not common for me (…)

Little cultural shock,
no small talk

OSU 2: (….) If you're curious about the dif-
ferences between you and another guy or a
person that's a good starting point. I meant
that helps you building new relationships

Curiosity to unders-
tand differences

UH 7: (….) I realised that Finns who have
been abroad are more talkative than Finns

that only stay it all the time in Finland

Finns who have more
intercultural experi-
ence are more talka-

tive
OSU 6: (…) I guess you need to be a little

confident as well (…) Confidence helps
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UH 5: (….) Finnish people are maybe a bit
shy to start talking but if you do, they will not
close you and say okay i don't know this girl,
they will start answering so the main point is
not to be shy and try to try to communicate

that's basically it

Active attitude will
make Finns to talk to

you Being Acti-
ve

OSU 3: (…) I was always trying to talk with
them with my not really good English but

they was understanding like what I was trying
to say so I was able to make friends because
they were really nice and i was trying hard

Trying hard to talk
with people and

make friends

OSU 5: You definitely need to be extroverted
or at least try to, I think you need to be kind
to other people and basically you need to be
open to make new friends and get to know

each other

Being extroverted
helps to meet new

people

Language

Data Extract
The Reduced ex-

pression
Combining

factor The Term
OSU 4: So i guess i had the advantage
from coming from English speaking

country

Knows the language
already

Sharing the
same langu-

age

Language

OSU 1: It help me make friends from
other countries, some of them didn't real-
ly understand English that well and since
i did, and i'm not American, i could really
relate to them and i had the patience with

them (…)

Sharing same lan-
guage and relating to

other international
students

OSU 5:(….) it helped me talk and have
new relationships with students and pro-
fessors and this wasn't at all wall for me

to have a good experience while studying
in Oklahoma

Sharing the same
language helps to
build friendships

UH 1: (….) Because even i know that all
the people can speak English, they are

more comfortable speaking their own na-
tive language

Comfortability to
speak native tongue Native ton-

gue

OSU 5: (….) But it's just special to find
someone to talk to your mother language

Special to speak with
your native tongue
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UH 7: (…) I didn't actually want to hang
out only with Germans because then I

speak all the time German and that is not
the point while im here because I also

wanted to improve my English so

Determinent to speak
English instead of

native tongue

UH 6: (…) I always try to speak Finnish
to Finnish people and sometimes while i
speak English to like a very old lady or
man and they don't understand, I try my

best to speak Finnish to some extent (…)

Motivated to learn
the new language

and use it

International
students
learning
Finnish

UH 5: (….) I don't talk really good Finn-
ish now as well I make a lot of mistakes
but it opens people to you a lot because

they are so happy to hear it (….)

Finns get excited to
hear foreigners to

speak Finnish

UH 2:(…) you have to learn Finnish, and
the faster you do, the easier it will be Learning Finnish is

must to meet Finns

UH 1: So Finnish will be like kind of like
a last step I could take to get into the

Finnish culture

Learning Finnish to
integrate better

Failed Tries to Adapt

Data Extract
The Reduced ex-

pression
Combining

factor The Term
OSU 5: (…) honestly I would have

loved to make more American
friends but as I said before they
probably were too busy getting

their major and stuff and they didn't
wana spend much time meeting

new people especially from other
countries

Meeting more
Americans would

have been nice Hoping to
understand
and get in-
volved with

locals

Failed Tries to
Adapt

UH 4: (…) it is harder to know
Finnish students than Erasmus stu-

dent because because Erasmus
don't have anything here and they
don't have network like Finnish
people has their own lives (…)

International stu-
dents have similar
situation, no earli-

er connections
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UH 1: Oh yeah in the beginning it
was hard because it was only like
ee me and my classmates and we
were like totally stranger outside

the Finnish population (….)

International stu-
dents as a group

outside of Finnish
population

OSU 1: Öööm when you want to
talk American during the day, they
feel, they act weird, i don't know

why, it's just how they interact with
people i guess

Sometimes hard to
get to know

Americans during
the day

OSU 6: (…) I mean it's just under-
standing those new people, it was a
little difficult because i found them

to be strange

Hard to unders-
tand Americans

UH 4: (…) sometimes it's hard be-
cause they are saying to you your

way is bad so you're like okay (….)

Judging your old
habits

Troubles to
adapt

UH 3: (…) I usually find my
friends hangout but not so much

here, i don't know, i didn't find any
interesting activities here in Fin-

land in Helsinki. So i didn't go out
that much, i usually just stay at

home

Hard to find any
interesting activi-

ties

UH 3: (…) I wish to know some
people but it's strange, no on doing

the gym. I was thinking to take
some courses in the gym but most

of them or 90% are girls and then it
changed the me to going the

course, the class. I don't think im
able to do those the sport activi-

ties(...)

Confidence affect-
ing to the partici-

pation

UH 2: (….) I haven't got any new
friends there, friends that I didn't

know before the introduction
course because well I think the dy-
namic of the class is not good for

making friends, because it's a sem-
inar so basically teachers speaks
you listen and then you go home,
there is no much interaction be-
tween the students and also with
the teacher, the classes are quite

quiet.

The class dynamic
does not help in-
teract with other

students
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Social Support
Data Extract The Reduced ex-

pression
Com-
bining
Factor

The Term

OSU 1: Most of my friends were inter-
national students (….) Mostly because
we can relate to each other better than
we do with the Americans because we
all are in a foreign land and like we are
both going thorough the same situation

(…)

Easy to meet inter-
national students

because of the simi-
lar situation

Shared Si-
tuation

Social
Support

OSU 6: Well I usually meet internation-
al students because you have a lot more
in common and with the Americans it's
just a little different, little awkward but

we get to meet them both

Share more things
with international

students than Amer-
icans

UH 5: (…) it was like first international,
well the tutors the Finnish guys and then

little by little Finnish ones

First international
friends

UH 4: (…) my friends, aam because
they were also Erasmus, like they had

also the problems like oh we hate Finn-
ish people at the beginning and you

don't understand anything and you ask to
your friends like don't you think that

thing is weird (….)

Together understand
the differences

Adapting
together

UH 1: (….) friends will help you to get
used to the culture

Support from
friends

UH 1: Well in the classes a bit hard
because sometimes I mean I can
talk with anyone but sometimes I

don't feel like they are interested of
talking, they are more like just in-
teresting to take the class, the lec-
ture and then just leave and I feel

like I might be bothering them (....)

Busy students in
classes are not

easy to approach

UH 7: Hmm I think maybe it would
have been better to speak Finnish

because now it was just like, I was
just hanging out with the exchange
students and English was the only

language we all spoke (….)

Finnish would
have helped to

adapt better
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UH 4: (….) my Finnish friend were
studying in Valencia, in my city, so she
knew my culture and I could always say

that help me help me

A friend who under-
stands the differ-

ences

UH 4: (….) I also knew there were
Spanish people and it made me feel little
bit more comfortable like at the begin-

ning at least (…)

Support from co-
nationals

Ready sup-
port net-

work

OSU 6: Well when my brother previous-
ly went OSU he had some friends which
stayed here to work and study in the US
and I met his friends which helped me

Support from family

UH 1: (….) maybe to approach Finnish
people even thou they are like nice, but
it was a bit difficult but yeah now that I
know most also like other Finnish peo-

ple, it's easier to say hi and just start
talking with them and getting introduced

with new people

Getting new friends
thorough friends

Making
New

Friends

OSU 1: (….) yeah so you have to talk to
American when they are drunk

Easier to meet
drunk Americans

OSU 3: It was not easy for the first time
but I was trying to talk with them a lot
and finally I could make some friends

Perseverance helps
to meet new friends
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